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Abstract
This qualitative study examines the experiences of 18 new child protection
workers in Southern Ontario The workers, who had 5 to 18 months experience
in child welfare, were interviewed regarding their experiences of joining a child
welfare agency A follow up focus group was conducted with child protection
supervisors The study examined what motivated workers to join, their training
experience, the rewards and supports and the overwhelming nature of the
experience The study illuminated the struggles that new workers experience in
child welfare with respect to value and belief challenges The study reflects on
the implications of new worker experiences and provides recommendations for
system, philosophy and training changes
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Chapter 1
The Experience of New Workers in the Field of Child Welfare

When I began my career as a social worker, I did not intend to work in the
field of child welfare I had concluded, from interacting with youth in care, that
child protection work was not compatible with my values When my career path
led me into child welfare, I experienced a different world What I perceived as
unusual events were treated as common-place occurrences My belief in the
correct way of working with people was challenged to the point that I am no
longer sure a correct way exists My first year in child welfare was difficult, and
although since then some of my duties have become easier, I have accepted that
some will never be easy
I was one of eleven people hired as child protection workers at the same
time As I write this thesis nine years later, I am the only one of that group who
remains, and I have changed jobs in the agency Some have moved to other
child welfare agencies, but many now work in different specialties Recently, a
good social worker left the field of child welfare with less than two years at the
agency What about her experience led her to leave child welfare so quickly?
There is growing interest in the workplace experiences of child welfare
workers Research is now beginning to reflect the unique experiences of these
workers, and to focus on issues of turnover and burnout In 2003, a report
released by Harvey, Mandell, Stalker, & Frensch found that 18 9% of direct
1

service workers with one to two years' experience intended to leave their jobs
Almost 15% of those in their first year of child welfare service planned to leave
These data are supported by a longitudinal study that found workers, on average,
left child welfare at 16 months (Weaver, Chang, Clark, & Rhee, 2007) Little is
known about the actual experience of new child welfare workers
While new and experienced workers share some job realities such as
workload pressures, the new worker experience differs as they are encountering
many situations and issues for the first time They are learning the laws, system
and culture of child welfare while working with clients who often are
disadvantaged in multiple ways The experience of being a new worker is unique
in many ways
It is against this backdrop that I am studying the experiences of new
workers to the field I am interested in understanding why new workers in child
welfare leave and reflecting on their experiences, contributing to the scant
knowledge of new worker experience that currently exists

Before the reasons

for leaving child welfare can be examined, it is important to have an
understanding of the current workplace realities of new workers in child
protection The focus of this study is the exploration of how new workers cope
and adapt to the pressures, values, and events of child welfare, including aspects
such as the work demands, the uncertainty of the job, multiple forms of learning
that are required (including personal growth, staff training, and post-secondary
education) and the rewards in the field The emotional and mental strain of child
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welfare work, the impact of that strain, and discuss new workers' coping
mechanisms will be examined, one of which may be leaving the profession
Eighteen child welfare workers with five to 18 months of experience in
various agencies in Southern Ontario were interviewed The interviews focused
on understanding their experiences in becoming child welfare workers

This

study provides new workers with a voice in the discussion of child welfare in
Ontario and offers insights that we may not otherwise understand It is my hope
that this analysis can contribute knowledge about the new worker experience and
turnover in child welfare and assist in developing more positive practices with
new child protection workers In the following section, I will review the history of
child welfare in Ontano, the nature of child welfare work, and available research
about workers' experience
Background
Child Welfare in Ontario
Child welfare is an ever changing, complex system based on a
combination of tradition, current values, and best practice research The
discipline has shifted from its origins in community-funded institutions staffed
largely by volunteers to the current model in which government-funded, not-forprofit organizations have a professional staff focus An understanding of today's
child protection system requires knowledge of the system's history in Ontario
Historical Context
Children in Ontario have been under the protection of law since 1799, with
the enactment of the Orphan's Act (King, Leschied, Whitehead, Chiodo, &
3

Hurley, 2003) This law only protected children without parents who were in an
apprenticeship setting Local governments were provided the opportunity to care
for non-apprenticed children in 1851 with the passing of the Apprentices and
Minors Act, and adoption and institutional care began to emerge as viable
alternatives In 1888, the Act for the Protection and Reformation of Neglected
Children was enacted This law allowed the courts to make children Crown
wards of institutions and organizations, which in turn could receive government
funding Ten years later, the first Children's Aid Society (CAS) was founded by
J J Kelso, and in 1912 the existing Societies joined together to form the
Associated Children's Aid Societies of Ontario, the precursor to the current
Ontario Association of Children's Aid Societies In 1940, government funding
was established for child welfare agencies and research began to focus on the
effect of institutional care on children (Ontario Association of Children's Aid
Societies, 2000a) During the 1960's, the law was amended to include a
provision for reporting child abuse This was also the time of the "Sixties Scoop",
when many Aboriginal youth were removed from their homes and communities
and placed in non-Native homes In 1984, the current Child and Family Services
Act was ratified The Act introduced a number of changes, including a provision
respecting the distinct culture of Native peoples and encouraging the placement
of Aboriginal children in their own communities
In 1995, Children's Aid Societies came under scrutiny due to a number of
high profile child deaths and the lack of a provincial system to record and track
child fatalities (Ontario Child Mortality Task Force and the Office of the Chief
4

Coroner of Ontario, 1997) The Ontario Child Mortality Task Force reviewed
child deaths over a two-year period and responded with a number of
recommendations, among them the development of a provincial database,
standardized investigation and risk assessment procedures, and expanded child
protection authority in the areas of emotional abuse and neglect (Ontario Ministry
of Children and Youth Services, 2006)
The legislative changes were proclaimed in 2000, along with the
introduction of the Ontario Risk Assessment Model (ORAM), intended to ensure
a standardized and structured decision-making process across the province
(Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services, 2005) The Risk Assessment
Model was a new way of approaching child protection and the procedures
involved in assessing risk to a child An eligibility spectrum was introduced that
determined intervention levels for families involved with child welfare services
Situations were rated from "minimally severe" to "extremely severe", the
intervention level and time frame for response were based on the rating (Ontario
Association of Children's Aid Societies, 2000b) There are ten sections in the
eligibility spectrum The first five sections cover child protection situations,
specifically harm by commission, harm by omission, emotional harm,
abandonment and separation, and caregiver capacity (Ontario Association of
Children's Aid Societies, 2000b) The later sections cover non-protection
services such as adoptions and requests for assistance
Several concerns were raised about the risk assessment model De
Montigny (2003) focused on relationships and professional judgment, noting that
5

standardized assessments cannot capture the complexity of people's lives and
that the effect of the relationship formed between client and worker cannot be
discounted The Ontario Public Service Employees Union (2003) criticized
workload requirements, noting that the new model required a 30% increase in
staffing to meet the current workload demands Trocme, Mertins-Kirkwood,
MacFadden, Alaggia, & Goodman (1999) reported that under the new model,
workers had more frequent contact with their supervisor to discuss procedural
requirements but less time to discuss client families in detail The financial costs
associated with child protection continued to climb at a rapid rate These
concerns led to an evaluation of the reforms and the risk assessment model in
2002 and 2003 The evaluation concluded that the current system was not
sustainable unless there were changes to funding, policy, and service delivery
(Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services, 2005)
Transformation
The Child Welfare Secretariat, formed in 2004, was charged with
implementing the changes Called Transformation, the program of changes
includes seven elements
1 A more flexible intake and assessment model,
' 2 A court processes strategy to reduce delays and encourage
alternatives to court,
3 A broader range of placement options to support more effective
permanency planning,
4 A rationalized and streamlined accountability framework,
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5 A sustainable and strategic funding model,
6 A single information system,
7 A provincial child welfare research capacity (Ontario Ministry of
Children and Youth Services, 2006, p 6)
The new intake model directs each family into one of two streams and workers
intervene with families based on the stream The traditional investigative
approach is used primarily with high risk families where there are immediate
concerns and was the norm before Transformation The majority of families now
receive a customized approach whereby the concerns are addressed in a more
cooperative manner Regardless of the approach, all children must be
individually interviewed, parents must be interviewed separately, and the home
must be seen (Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services, 2007) The
documentation requirements are the same for both approaches
The expanded permanency planning options have changed practices in
child welfare Placements with family members and other significant adults in a
child's life are considered at the outset of the placement process and are viewed
as preferable to foster or group care options Family placements (kinship
service) can receive the support of a worker and some limited funding
Customary care refers to the traditional Aboriginal practice of child care involving
the child's extended family and community (Ontario Ministry of Child and Youth
Services, 2005) This process has been formalized in the Ontario child
protection standards to enable Aboriginal children in care to preserve their
culture
7

Some numbers are useful in understanding the scope of child welfare in
Ontario There are 53 community-based Children's Aid Societies responsible for
the protection of children under the age of 16 The Ontario Association of
Children's Aid Societies (2009) issued a report stating that in the 2008-2009
fiscal year, child welfare in Ontario employed over 8,300 full-time staff, of whom
84% were direct service employees, and that Ontario child welfare provided care
to over 27,000 children The agencies completed over 78,000 investigations and
received another 78,000 referrals that did not require investigation Children's
Aid Societies received $1 385 billion during the fiscal year
The Nature of Child Welfare
Child welfare workers
listen as clients describe facts and
feelings related to depression, anger and loss They work in
clients' homes, schools and communities and directly view the
deprivation and abuse that permeate their clients' lives
Other
professionals are often critical of their work, and clients at times
threaten and assault them In return for this exposure to
depravation and violence, these workers receive moderate pay,
work in overburdened settings and are often blamed for the very
problems that they are trying to address (Horwitz, 2006, p 2)
The nature of child welfare is diverse and often contradictory While
Horwitz paints a bleak picture of child welfare, there are many brighter elements
as well Positive relationships formed with parents and children, celebrating their
accomplishments, and hearing the words "thank you" are all rewards that I have
experienced in child welfare work This section will examine the complex nature
of child welfare in Ontario, from hiring practices to liability issues
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One study that examined four Southern Ontario child welfare agencies
found that direct service workers tend to be female, hold a Bachelor of Social
Work degree, and fall between the ages of 25 and 39 Almost 30% of workers
were between 25 and 30 years of age (Harvey, Mandell, Stalker, & Frensch,
2003) In an American study, Zell (2006) found that workers have had an
average of four years of experience in child welfare Child welfare appears to be
one of the first professional positions for many newly graduated social workers
Social Work Values
The contradictory nature of child welfare work can be seen in hiring
practices Child welfare agencies employ social workers to perform front line
duties One of the values in the Canadian Association of Social Workers (2005)
is the pursuit of social justice In school, social workers are taught to be
empathetic, non-judgmental, and aware of the power difference between the
client and worker They are urged to redistribute services and resources to those
less fortunate, helping clients to empower themselves In contrast, contemporary
child welfare work consists of the enforcement of socially acceptable standards
of raising children There is an inherent and undeniable power difference
between the worker and client child welfare workers decide that families need
child welfare services based on specific criteria, determine service plan priorities,
and decide when to end service Most significantly, the worker has the power to
decide whether children may live with their parents

This dichotomy presents a

fundamental conflict between social work values and child protection practice
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But even though it appears that social workers are powerful, they must
follow prescribed legislation and standards of service over which they have very
little control Workers are assigned cases by supervisors who specify a time
frame in which they must meet with a family based on referral information and
the family's previous history The workers must meet with the children and
quickly reach a decision on the level of risk, consulting with their supervisors
during every phase of the investigation At the same time, the government
dictates funding and much of how it is allotted Social workers, their managers,
and their agencies follow specific governmental procedures
Child Welfare Clients
The child welfare clientele are equally complex Many families who
become involved with child welfare are members of the working poor, many have
been on social assistance at some point in their lives (Cameron, Hazineh, &
Frensch, 2005) One study found that almost 58% of child abuse perpetrators
were on social assistance (DiLauro, 2004), a high figure that invites further study
Parents may have personal issues including abuse, substance use, physical and
mental health challenges, unemployment, isolation, and unstable living
arrangements, often compounded by the effects of their own difficult childhoods
(Cameron et a l , 2005, DiLauro, 2004) While individually these issues may not
lead to child welfare involvement, clients may have several of these problems
and have limited capacity to cope Community environment, family traits, and
cultural characteristics also play a role in the reality of child welfare clients

10

(Epstein, Quinn, Dennis, Dennis, Hardy, McKelvey, & Cumblad, 1998) and can
impact maltreatment
Child Welfare Employment
Social workers in child protection work need a strong set of practice skills
to assess, intervene with, and strengthen children and families The high
turnover of child welfare employees is a major obstacle to good casework
(Weaver et a l , 2007), affecting agencies' capacity to fulfill their mandates
Although the satisfaction level of employees in child welfare has been extensively
studied in recent years, it is difficult to generalize from the available data As
noted earlier, child welfare is an ever-changing field and results may be quickly
outdated The research conducted to date can be useful in observing patterns of
worker satisfaction over time
In general, child welfare workers are satisfied with their jobs Harvey et al
(2003) studied four Ontario child welfare agencies and found that almost 47% of
the employees stated that they were highly satisfied and only 8% expressed low
satisfaction

The researchers attributed part of the satisfaction to intrinsic

motivation, social workers found meaning in helping other people This trend has
been found to be fairly consistent throughout the literature (Levin, 2003, Rycraft,
1990)
Child welfare work has been viewed by workers in different ways Some
have seen the position as challenging, meaningful and rewarding, a view that
could contribute to job satisfaction (Harvey et al 2003, Rycraft, 1990), while
others have found child welfare work less challenging as freedom of choice in
11

casework has diminished (Jayaratne & Chess, 1984) Rycraft (1994) reported
that a good fit between the job functions and employee skill and interests is an
integral feature of job satisfaction, for example, intake workers with strong
assessment skills and ongoing caseworkers with short- and long-term planning
skills Other factors associated with increased satisfaction were the flexibility of
the daily schedule (Rycraft, 1994) and the amount of team and collegial support
workers received (Harvey et al 2003)
Child welfare employees hear disturbing disclosures and are witness to
injury and neglect of vulnerable children They face unmanageable workloads,
stigmatization and indirect stressors from working in close proximity to the issues
in their clients' lives (Horwitz, 2006) They may experience incidents of verbal
and physical aggression In a 2001 study of a Toronto child welfare agency,
approximately 20% of staff had been assaulted, 50% had been verbally
threatened (Howe & McDonald, 2001) These elements all have the potential to
cause trauma in workers The scale used in the study considered a rate of 26 or
higher to indicate clinical diagnosis of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, front line
child protection workers from the same Toronto organization recently scored
30 4, higher than ambulance drivers and fire fighters (Rooney & Leslie, 2004)
Although there are ways to reduce the occurrence and effects of trauma,
child welfare work by nature exposes workers to traumatic events There has
been a dramatic rise in the number of child protection cases in recent years,
partially due to more comprehensive legislation, which now includes emotional
abuse and neglect (Trocme, Fallon, MacLaunn, & Neves, 2003) There has also
12

been an increase in the complexity of client family circumstances, which has
been attributed to ORAM and to the lack of community support systems (Trocme
et a l , 2003) The risk assessment model mandated intervention in moderate or
severe risk cases only, which resulted in more complex and long-standing family
issues by the time of child welfare intake and involvement Trocme et al (2003)
noted that the implementation of ORAM was coupled with a decrease in funding
from governments to community-based service organizations, which led to a
decline in preventative services
The combination of an expanded mandate and a more difficult caseload is
reflected in the worker concerns and stresses cited in the literature Some key
problems reported are caseload complexity and size, paperwork and
documentation requirements, liability, and supervision issues While each of
these factors will be discussed individually below, it must be noted that they are
intricately linked in practice and that they impact on each other
Documentation
Paperwork and documentation has been a concern for child welfare
workers in recent years as the ORAM changes required an increased level of file
recording Case records were kept in a computerized recording package that
dictated standards, including required service and documentation timelines
Case files were tracked and periodically audited for compliance to standards
Any document completed outside the required time frame required an
explanation of the delay
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While the new Transformation model has streamlined some
documentation, electronic monitoring continues to occur These rigid
requirements created additional pressures in the job Workers were required to
spend more time completing paperwork than meeting with parents and children
(Ontario Public Service Employees Union, 2001), which produced feelings of
dissatisfaction and stress (Harvey et a l , 2003) The dichotomy between
paperwork requirements and family needs presents a role conflict for case
workers Workers must meet with parents and children to investigate their
circumstances and create plans that mitigate risks Management becomes
focused on documentation to ensure the agency meets compliance standards
during audits and continues to receive funding Workers must choose daily
whether to see children and families or complete required paperwork, while
under pressure to complete both tasks in a timely manner
Caseloads
Caseload complexity and size are separate but intricately linked issues
that have a reciprocal relationship, and so will be considered together A
significant source of stress related to caseload complexity is clarity, a concept
difficult to measure A few child protection cases are very clear, there is little
doubt about the correct direction and plan of action But many family situations
are not this clear and the only available choice seems to be the better of two poor
options An example may help to illustrate this idea I worked with a family for
several years The parenting in the home was marginal, problems occurred
regularly, and all available resources had been mobilized with little success The
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child demonstrated severe anxiety when not with family There was much
discussion concerning the best decision for this child leave the child in the home,
knowing there were chronic issues that would affect the child's development, or
place the child in foster care where basic needs would be met, but the child
would experience trauma in being separated from family'? Whatever decision
was made would affect the child's life permanently The weight of a decision that
will affect a child's life is a significant source of stress in child protection work
As mentioned above, caseload complexity has increased in the last few
years, and additional resources and time are required to meet the needs of client
families This has put pressure on the child welfare system In a survey of child
welfare workers, 100% of interviewees stated that having too little time to perform
their duties adequately was a source of stress (Dillenburger, 2004) Stanley and
Goddard (2002) discovered that there was an emotional price associated with
working with several complex situations at the same time Workers coped with
the excessive demands by distancing themselves from their anxieties, which
were too overwhelming
Dillenburger's (2004) examination of the circumstances of child welfare
workers showed an unexpected finding a heavy workload was more stressful to
workers than complex client problems This finding is echoed in a study by Zell
(2006), who found that many case workers could not conduct good case work
due to a high number of cases and that crisis management, court time and
paperwork resulted in a loss of focus on the child's well-being High caseload
numbers are a concern in child welfare Combined with complicated family
15

situations, they create potentially dangerous situations for families and children
Although the complexity of cases can be challenging, workers found that high
caseload numbers were more stressful
Supervision
Another factor consistently cited in the literature is the role of the
supervisor in workers' experience Supervisory support appears to have a strong
influence on a worker's decision to leave or remain with an agency (Rycraft,
1994) Depending on their style, methods, and approach to supervision,
managers can be seen as people who can make the job bearable and
manageable (Rycraft, 1994), who can alleviate stress (Dillenburger, 2004), and
who can help to develop a positive and sound workplace (Harvey et a l , 2003)
Supervisors can also be seen as fostering an unsupportive, individualist and
stressful workplace
There have been different views about the best method of supervision
Garas (2005) stated that outcome-oriented supervision, reflecting on what a
worker accomplishes and sharing this in formal supervision, can have a
significant impact on workers' stress-related symptoms in crisis oriented
workplaces Workers have an opportunity to reflect on casework and monitor
successes or modify approaches that are not working, leading to goal
achievement with clients Himle, Jayarante, & Thyness (1991) found that
instrumental support (helping to complete a difficult task) and informational
support (providing pertinent information when needed) may be better than
approval and emotional support in buffering work stress Informational and
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instrumental support may increase worker competency, a factor that has been
found to prevent and reduce burnout Increased information and the provision of
assistance may also be perceived as an increased control over the working
environment, a factor also linked to the reduction of workplace stress Currently,
many supervisors appear to use a consultant and guidance model (Rycraft,
1994), which often does not include instrumental support
Workers have been clear in what they would like from a supervisor
accessibility, knowledge of the system and of casework practice, leadership, the
ability to manage, and, above all, support (Rycraft, 1994) Supervisors need to
be trained in stress management (Dillenburger, 2004) and able to provide both
close supervision to inexperienced workers and a guidance and consultation
function to those with more experience (Rycraft, 1990) The role of the
supervisor is both important and difficult to manage As standards and models of
practice are prescribed, supervisors must implement these standards with their
caseworkers, while at the same time advocating for the workers to upper
management Supervisors are subject to pressures, often contradictory in
nature, from upper management and front line workers Despite this, 66% of
workers in a 2003 study indicated that their supervisor was a source of support
Almost half the employees in the same study stated that there were too many
supervisory changes and a lack of consistency in supervision (Levin, 2003) In
an Ontario study, employees generally found that their supervisors were
supportive (Rooney & Leslie, 2004) Supervisors may have the ability to affect

17

workers' attitudes by providing some autonomy and emphasizing the workers'
value (Rooney & Leslie, 2004)
Socialization and Identities
There have been few studies that focus on the socialization process of
child welfare workers Freymond (2001) studied the emotional impact of
placement decisions on child welfare workers in Ontario Three phases were
identified in the placement process identifying, chance giving, and formalizing
Identification involves categorizing the mother's deficits and the reasons that she
cannot care for her child(ren) Chance giving is the process of providing
opportunities for the mother to prove herself while the worker gathers the
necessary information to meet legislative requirements Formalizing is the
process of negotiating permanent placement and gaining the mother's consent
The study examined how child welfare workers coped with some of the
strain and contradictions in their work Freymond (2001) found that workers deindividuahzed using a number of strategies and formed new identities that
allowed them to cope with the work For example, they did not assume
responsibility for the placement decision and were encouraged to use the term
'the Society' instead of T Some workers also saw themselves as an accomplice
of the mothers, believing that the mothers inwardly wanted the agency to take
custody of their children Mistakes or 'slip-ups' by the mother were indications
that the mother knew that she was unable to parent the child and was
communicating this to the workers Some viewed themselves as agents of a
higher power, believing that the removal of a child had already been decided on
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some other level or plane, directing responsibility for the decision away from the
individual worker These shifts in identity helped the workers cope with the strain
of removing a child permanently from their mother
Freymond (2001) discussed the intense pressure to conform in child
welfare work As part of their socialization, new workers had to embrace a set of
beliefs about the placement process If the worker did not display the required
set of beliefs, they were pressured to adopt them One supervisor interviewed in
the study spoke of workers "coming around" to the placement process, which
they demonstrated by following the structure of placement decision-making The
author discussed the need for child welfare workers to create a new identity for
themselves to remain in the field of child welfare, she suspected that workers
who try to retain their individual beliefs face considerable pressure and ultimately
leave child welfare
The concept of self in clinical practice is relevant in child welfare ArndCaddigan and Pozzuto (2008) discussed this concept in detail The concept of
self is often thought to be a constant, however the authors argue that the self is a
process in interactions The clinician and client are constantly modifying their
selves based on their previous interactions with one another The clinician
processes, interprets and reflects on the reactions of the client based on her
previous experiences and formulates a response that can assist the client The
client then goes through a similar process, sharing and relating to the clinician
Both the client and the clinician change each other during therapy, leading to a
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dynamic process

The experiences in therapy influence and inform interactions

with others outside of the therapeutic experience
Weinberg (2007) discussed the preferred self and the actualized self The
preferred self is conceptualized as a position that one takes which is viewed by
the person as a good internal fit The actualized self is the tangible position
taken by a person When a person views him or her self functioning in a way that
is congruent with their values, there is little conflict However when the
actualized self is in conflict with their preferred self, he/she may experience
anxiety, tension or stress In child welfare, both the specific duties and general
job roles can create conflict with the preferred self and personal fit with job duties
is important Contingency theory explains the importance of achieving good
employee alignments and job fits, and that there is no one best way to structure
an organization (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967) These concepts assist in
understanding the internal struggles of new workers
Liability
Liability, both civil and criminal, is a concern for many child welfare
workers Regehr, Bernstein, & Kanani (2002) review this issue in detail
Workers can be confronted with civil lawsuits when they apprehend children
Conversely, when a social worker does not remove a child and the child is
injured, the worker can be held criminally and civilly liable Civil liability for nonremoval has not been treated in a uniform way in the Canadian courts, a worker
in one case was found liable while another in a separate case was not (Regehr,
Bernstein, & Kanani, 2002)) In cases where children have been apprehended
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the courts are again split However, the workers' good faith appears to have had
a significant effect on the court's decisions To date, child protection workers in
Ontario have not been found criminally liable for the decisions they make
Regehr, Bernstein, & Kanani (2002) conclude that workers who practice good
social work, keep accurate records, communicate effectively, and verify
information can practice without serious fear of liability Meeting the standards
for record-keeping, communication, and verification of information can be difficult
given the pressures resulting from the risk assessment model
Liability, supervision, caseload size and complexity, and documentation
are factors found to be concerns for workers in child welfare Each factor is
significant by itself, and the full picture cannot be seen by piecing the factors
together Each is unique and influences the others, potentially affecting the
response to families, the retention of employees, and the quality of casework
There are additional influences from clients' complex circumstances and the
overall nature of child welfare The job is filled with contradictions from
legislation to service delivery to social work training The contradictions make
the work challenging and, at times, overwhelming

Turnover
Turnover is a significant problem in child welfare throughout North
America In the United States, turnover rates are commonly over 30% (Smith,
2005) In Canada, one study found a two-year turnover rate ranging between
46% and 90% across settings in Ontario (Regehr, Leslie, Howe, & Chau, 2000)
Of course, not all turnover is negative For departing workers, there may be an
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opportunity to retire, care for family, and further their education (Nissly, 2005)
Turnover allows employers to hire new workers with fresh energy and ideas, and
to promote current employees (Association of Children's Aid Societies, 2005) If
the agency-employee fit is poor, an employee's departure can be positive for the
agency and clientele (Nissly, 2005) However, while the positive aspects of
turnover merit mention, the dominant concern is the high level of turnover in child
welfare noted above
High turnover creates troubling clinical issues, among them a lack of high
quality, consistent, and stable service to clients (Barak, Nissly, & Levin, 2001)
While turnover is a concern in any social service organization, it has a dire
impact on child welfare as the knowledge, skills, and abilities rest with the
individual worker and cannot be transferred (Balfour & Neff, 1993) Workers gam
assessment and clinical skills through training and experience, and develop an
understanding of the intricacies of individual families that cannot be easily
conveyed to a new worker The standardization of child welfare policies and
procedures represents an attempt to convey assessment knowledge to workers
but experience and relationships continue to play a significant role with families
Social workers in this field are charged with the protection of children, well
trained and experienced workers are necessary In an organization with many
new workers, experienced workers must often devote time and energy to
orienting their new colleagues, which again may lower service quality (Nissly,
2005) Often experienced workers cover the caseloads of workers who have left,
which creates additional service issues When new workers do assume a
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transferred caseload, decisions may be delayed as the worker becomes familiar
with the family dynamics (Balfour & Neff, 1993)
There can be also a significant impact on service during the period that an
employee intends to leave but has not yet left the organization Workers may
exhibit lack of motivation or avoidance of workplace tasks (Maslach, 1982, Pines,
1993), which may have a significant impact on client interactions and unintended
consequences for child welfare There may be "presenteeism", where an
employee is not well, either physically, emotionally or mentally but attends work
and contributes little (Storey & Billingham, 2001) This phenomenon may explain
why absenteeism, an important predictor of turnover in other fields of
employment, cannot always be correlated in social work (Barak et a l , 2001)
Turnover has serious impact on service quality, but there are also financial costs
While a less experienced replacement employee may be hired at a lower rate of
pay, there are significant costs associated with the hiring process Barak et al
(2001) have identified the main direct costs of turnover in an organization as
separation, replacement, and training costs However, as noted above, indirect
costs are equally substantial, including lost efficiency and the impact on
remaining employees
Intention to Leave
A recent longitudinal study (Weaver et a l , 2007) examined factors that
affect both the intention to leave and actual departure rates among newly hired
child welfare workers A significant predictor of job departure was the time taken
to reach a full protection caseload workers tended to leave when they had
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acquired a full caseload too quickly Workers who experienced role conflict with
internal policies and practices were also more likely to leave Job satisfaction
was measured on a scale that discussed general job satisfaction, job conditions,
clients, workload, pay and benefits, flexibility, transfers, dealing with the agency,
personal motivation, good job skills, and voluntary union membership A person
with a combination of factors that scored high was considered to have good job
satisfaction Satisfaction was found to be the best indicator of turnover
This study found an interesting link between intention to leave and
possible morale issues Half of the workers in the study who seriously intended
to leave did not actually leave their jobs Their intention to leave, however, may
have a negative effect on morale, and exacerbate service problems
Rationale for the Study
Child welfare has been studied extensively, from the nature of the work,
the families involved in the system and the daily realities of child welfare workers
There are many pressures in child welfare for employees and the job is generally
recognized to be difficult It is important to reduce the turnover of workers in child
protection as the relationship and knowledge developed with a family cannot be
transferred well to another worker Workers, on average, left child welfare after
sixteen months experience (Weaver et a l , 2007) however there is a scarcity of
information about the experiences and daily realities of new workers In
reviewing the literature on new worker experiences, I could not find any study
that focused primarily on new worker experiences This study seeks to examine
the experiences of new child welfare workers in Southern Ontario
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The period of time in which a new worker learns about the job of child
welfare is unique, however little is known about the everyday realities of these
workers This study will examine the work experiences of eighteen child welfare
workers who are learning the job to understand their workplace realities
Through examination, insights may also be found which could assist in
understanding the high rate of turnover within this specific group The study will
also help me to understand my own experiences of being a new worker in child
welfare and place context around those experiences It may also assist in
improving my practice as a supervisor in child welfare
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Chapter 2
Methodology
Overview
This research project is focused on the experience of new front line
workers in the field of child welfare Intake, ongoing, and generic workers
ranging in experience from five to eighteen months employment participated in
individual qualitative interviews The data were examined using thematic
analysis and I have incorporated my own experiences of being a worker in child
welfare A focus group was held with supervisors to provide the information,
gather their reactions to the data and implement change

The research design

was subject to an ethics review by the university
Sampling
The interview participants were recruited from five southern Ontario child
welfare agencies in order to explore the realities of child welfare in general and to
avoid focusing on any specific agency culture Participants were selected
through convenience sampling, with a homogeneous group of protection workers
with limited child welfare experience (Bailey, 2007, Patton, 2002) The research
contained 18 participants, interviewing was stopped when saturation was
reached and themes were repeated with few additional insights (Taylor &
Bogdan, 1998)
The sample was gathered through direct agency contact I contacted the
agency representative designated for research and explained the project, my
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role, and the purpose of the research The focus, benefit of the study,
confidentiality information, and dissemination (Bailey, 2007) were provided to the
agency in writing
I requested an opportunity from the agencies to meet with eligible workers
for an information session during an informal lunch hour This occurred with one
agency only as it was often difficult to arrange with the agencies During that
lunch hour meeting, the purpose and scope of the study was explained and
workers provided their contact information if they were interested in participating
Lunch was provided to all who attended the meeting
The remainder of the participants were contacted by email Agencies
either sent out a letter to all new protection staff or provided me with the eligible
workers' email addresses and I sent out a letter directly, informing the workers of
the study and inviting their participation Workers were provided with my cell
phone number and my university email address An incentive was provided to
the workers that I contacted those who responded to my request were entered
into a draw for their choice of one $100 gift certificate at a local spa or one $100
gift card at a local mall It was my hope that providing an incentive would
increase the response rate from child protection workers and serve as a reminder
for workers interested in the study to initiate contact Workers did not need to
consent to be interviewed to be entered into the draw A copy of the letter that
was sent to new workers can be found in Appendix A While the agencies were
aware of my criteria for participation, at no time were they informed of the names
of any of their staff members who were interviewed
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The original plan was to interview workers with eight to sixteen months of
employment experience in the field The rationale for the selection of this
timeframe was based on research stating that the average time for workers to
leave their position is at sixteen months (Weaver et a l , 2007) It was hoped that
by using this experience level the research would capture both the stories of
workers who will leave their agency and those who will remain
The range of employment experience of the workers actually interviewed
was broader than anticipated, starting at five months of employment and ending
at eighteen months of employment The change was due to a few factors
Recruitment was more difficult than anticipated and there was often a lapse
between the time that a worker was identified as eligible for the study and the
time that the actual interview took place Out of the 18 workers who participated
in the study, two of the workers were beyond 16 months of experience There
was an additional worker interviewed whose experiences are not reflected in this
study, she had been employed in the field for almost two years and she did not
speak directly of the new worker experience
Three workers were interviewed before they had reached the eight month
employment mark one worker had five months of experience and the other two
had seven months of experience In reading their stories, the themes shared by
these workers were very similar to the stories by workers who were slightly more
experienced It appears based on the interviews that, in this study, the upper
experience limit is more significant
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Protection workers in intake, ongoing, and generic roles were interviewed
as there was little consistency in the placement of new workers some agencies
tend to assign inexperienced workers to ongoing services where others assign
them to intake Agencies which functioned with a generic model of service,
where workers performed both intake and ongoing roles together, also
participated in the study This was initially not anticipated, but due to the
changes in Differential Response and Transformation, agencies began to move
to a generic model of service While the roles are all unique, the experience of
joining an agency is thought to be a shared one All protection workers
experience similar formal and agency based training, work with the same type of
families and have similar team structures within the agency The participants
were split across all roles, however, the sample leaned more towards ongoing
work, with eight participants from ongoing, six from intake and four generic
workers Significant differences between roles were not noted in any section
except the discussion on the rewards in child welfare
Interview
Once a new worker initiated contact, I sent out the consent form and a
letter outlining the study and requesting participation The individual interview
was arranged at a comfortable place with minimal distractions for the participant
(Bailey, 2007) Interviews took place in libraries, community centres, homes, and
CAS offices Interviews only took place at a CAS office if the participant chose
that location
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Interviewees were asked to sign the consent form for the interview, audio
recording, focus group, and permission to be quoted These options were all
individually listed and a new worker could participate in the interview without
agreeing to any of the other options The informed consent document can be
found in Appendix B Participants were informed that they could stop the
interview at any time and could withdraw consent up to the point that the
information was compiled
A semi-structured interview format was chosen to allow participants to
discuss aspects of their work that were important to them while ensuring some
consistency in topics for analysis The interview guide can be found in Appendix
C The interviews generally lasted 60 minutes Participants were offered the
opportunity to see a draft of the thesis and the ability to veto any of their quotes
that were included
The interview guide consisted of seven open ended questions that
represented areas to be discussed with participants Workers were asked a
variety of questions, including recalling incidents to assist in understanding
experiences (deMarrais & Lapan, 2004) The questions were developed through
reading guidelines (deMarrais & Lapan, 2004, Bailey, 2007) and examining
interview guidelines from completed thesis projects (Levin, 2003, Rycraft, 1990)
The interview questions were piloted and changed after the first two interviews to
more accurately gather the new worker experience The information from the
first two interviews was mostly relevant and has been included in the analysis
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Demographics
While numbers do not reflect the new worker experience, they are helpful
to more fully understand the study and the workers who participated Eighteen
new workers were recruited from five agencies in Southern Ontario and
interviewed for this study, with work experience in child welfare ranging from 5 to
18 months The average experience level was 10 5 months The workers
performed intake, ongoing, and generic roles with the following breakdown six
intake, eight ongoing, and four generic Eleven of the 18 workers had completed
a placement in child welfare, with five of the workers completing a placement at
the agency where they were presently employed All of the workers but one had
a Bachelor or Masters of Social Work, with many workers having a combination
of education from both college and university The workers ranged in age from
24 to 41, with a mean age of 27 By gender, 14 female workers and 4 male
workers participated in the interviews In the supervisor focus group, five
supervisors participated from the same agency Each of the supervisors had at
least three years of supervising child protection workers
Focus Groups
A focus group was planned with participants from the individual interviews
The purpose of the focus group was to ensure that the analysis accurately
reflected the workers' expenences Two attempts were made to conduct a focus
group, without success The first focus group that was attempted consisted of
workers who had been involved with the initial interviews In the second focus
group, the participants recruited were new workers who were not involved in the
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study In both situations, the response rate was too low to conduct a focus
group The reasons for the low response are not clear, however I suspect that
the busy time of year combined with workload and complex issues impacted
workers' responses
A focus group with front line protection supervisors was held to gather
their thoughts, interpretations, and any recommendations resulting from the
findings The findings were shared with the supervisors verbally and through the
use of a quote from a new worker This process assisted in discussing solutions
to the concerns that workers raised and may have reinforced current practices
that are helpful to new workers It also allowed the voices of new workers to be
expressed to those who have the potential to change agency practices The
responses from the supervisor group assisted in more clearly identifying the guilt
that new workers experience The supervisors were recruited from an agency
that did not have any new worker participants in the interview in order to protect
the confidentiality of the interview participants The introductory letter, consent
form, and focus group guide can be found in Appendix D, E, and F respectively
Analysis
After each of the interviews, I logged thoughts, feelings, and reflections
(Patton, 2002) This process assisted in understanding each interview more fully
and helped to identify themes and differences in the data Logging the
reflections also helped to identify my own reactions to the data The data were
analyzed in NVivo using thematic analysis and the patterns were examined to
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gain an understanding of the workers' expenences The supervisor focus group
was also analysed thematically, however, it was not coded using NVivo
My own story in child welfare was used as a tool for interpretation and
analysis Before starting individual interviews, I wrote my personal story of being
a new worker in child welfare Through this process, I became more aware of my
own experiences and the impact of my story Once the analyses of the individual
interviews and focus group were completed, I compared my own story with the
experiences of the new workers interviewed My reflections are discussed
throughout this thesis Each chapter contains an analysis, a reflection, and a
discussion The reflection section captures my experience and thoughts related
to the new workers' experience, and a discussion of both the new worker
experience and my own understanding ends the chapters
Limitations and Distribution
There are limitations to this study It was set in the 2008-2009 context of
child welfare in Ontario in a specific geographical area, the results cannot
necessarily be generalized However, the study has value in providing new
workers with a voice in the discussion of Ontario child welfare and providing
insights that we may not otherwise have The discussion can contribute
knowledge about turnover in child welfare and assist in developing more positive
practices with new child protection workers
The results of the study will be provided to Wilfrid Launer University and to
the child welfare agencies that were involved A summary report will be provided
to the participants with the full report available upon request
33

Personal Reflection
I felt it was important to examine my own experiences of being a new
worker in this thesis as my personal experience, along with those of my
colleagues, have led this paper I wanted to more fully understand the
experiences of a new worker and the impact of those experiences In conducting
this thesis, it was impossible to take my own knowledge of child welfare, put it
away, and pretend that it did not affect how I view the issues and the field I
utilized my own experience, taking steps listed above in the analysis to ensure
that the voices of the new workers interviewed were paramount and truly
reflected in the thesis Some of my expenences of being a new worker are
similar and some are very different
This process has not been easy As with most self-reflection, one finds
that there are things that are surprising One of the most unexpected things for
me has been my own resistance to this process It is difficult to put my own
personal experiences on paper for all to read, knowing that they may be
examined, judged or misunderstood Since beginning this thesis, my position at
the agency has changed from worker to supervisor I am now someone who
helps to uphold a system that I do not truly believe is correct all the time and I will
continue to struggle with that aspect However, I have asked the workers
interviewed to share with me and, in good conscience, cannot leave my own
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story out when it prompted and has influenced the research My hope is that you
will read my experience with understanding
What I have discovered is that my new worker experience has had a
significant impact on my identity as a child welfare professional It affected my
practice throughout my period as a front line worker in ways that I did not realize
at the time It also affects how I supervise others The process of conducting this
research has influenced what I attempt to emphasize with my team and how I try
to support them My hope for this thesis is that the new worker experience will
be given more attention, will be more fully understood, and that child welfare will
continue to strive to better support new workers Please join me in this journey
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Chapter 3
Analysis: Why Do Social Workers Join Child Welfare?
When interviewing the new workers for this study, I was struck by the
emotions expressed throughout the interviews They felt strongly about most
aspects of the work and were neutral on very few topics The emotions ranged
through passion and enthusiasm to sorrow and disillusionment New workers
enter the field of child welfare with strong emotions and one of the aspects that
evoked enthusiasm was the job This chapter will explore the qualities of
workers their motivation, their introduction to the field, and the reactions of
people around them
Energy and Freshness
From the outside, child welfare can appear to be a grim place to work,
where non-voluntary families are serviced by tired, overwhelmed workers who
work to stem the tide of child maltreatment and neglect While there are aspects
of this that are true, child welfare can also be a place full of energy, admiration,
empathy, and hope New workers embody some of these qualities, as I hope
you will see in the next pages
As a whole, workers enjoyed their jobs They spoke with emotion about
the work, using words like "great" and "love" when speaking about the job
However, workers were not unilateral in their support of their jobs, and most of
the statements were qualified in some way They enjoyed their jobs but at the
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same time, they spoke about the difficulties they encountered These two
workers speak about their experiences
It's been really good experience for me, like it really has You
know, there's been struggles along the way, but I've been getting
the support I need to deal with them and you know, I move on,
yeah I like it It is just I can't say enough good things about this
agency I don't know if it was me that I just think I love everything,
but I got a really good time [at school] like I just I love the school
and then I come here, I love my work
Another worker said
Yeah I'm still here I do like it I do love it, like I really do So because I mean each day is a different day, right? It's spontaneous
too, so I like it now I mean now that you know I'm young and I'm
single, you know, and I don't have a family and, you know, kids It's
good, it's really good
Workers also felt surprise at times Some of the workers had not planned
on working in child welfare or had come to the job as a last resort They
appeared to be surprised that they enjoyed the job One worker speaks of her
experience
I'm glad I ended up back in Child Welfare Yeah, I do enjoy it I
work here and I do this full time so now I do I actually enjoy it
It's because, like, I had applied, applied and a lot of things that I
found, like, trying to get into like children's mental health, like family
therapy and stuff Once you're in their life, of course you're not
leaving and I would interview for them and I get the phone call "Oh,
you know, well, it went really well but we found someone and they
have 10 years experience," like that was a lot - that kind of sector
they wanted the, like, experienced end of it, which I get so I was
like, okay I'm going to have to start applying to Child Welfare and
that's what I did and I got in here, so But I do enjoy it and I am
glad that I came back
"I'm happy here, don't like I'm - like I'm not
looking to - like leave," so
While some workers enjoyed the job unexpectedly, this was not
unanimous There were a few workers who thought that they would
37

enjoy the job more than they did I do not have direct quotes in this
area as those who found their jobs lacked enjoyment expressed this as
a theme throughout their interviews but did not directly verbalize
specific statements
Hope
The other emotion that came through the interviews clearly was hope
Child welfare can be a place of hope, and the importance that they placed on
hope was evident in the stories of the new workers There was a clear
dichotomy in the stories most workers were filled with hope and believed in the
potential of families to change even in some of the worst situations, whereas
other workers had lost hope This worker's comments illustrate the
discouragement
[B]efore I came in I was thinking to myself, you know, when I
haven't been to [the police department child abuse section], in a
while and that's good Then I'm like, "Well that only means that
someone has not made a disclosure for a child" - 1 said to myself,
"It's not telling me that a child's not being abused," right?
Another worker spoke of a situation where a family had lost five of six
children permanently to the care of the Children's Aid
But on a positive note with this family, there's a baby who we left as
a society ward, in hopes that now that all these other children [out
of the mother's care] we're hoping the end result will be to
reintegrate in October So that's kind of a positive - that's kind of a
positive, it's almost like now that all these other kids are kind of out
of the way, she's able to, like, can she focus on all six? No, but we
think she may be able to do it with one
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Hope is essential in child welfare and allows workers to continue to
believe in their abilities and their families' abilities to make positive changes It is
also how some workers came to choose a job in the field of child welfare
Motivation
What attracted these social workers to child welfare? The motivation to
work in child welfare was almost evenly split between convenience and calling
For almost half of the workers interviewed, child welfare was a job of
convenience, rather than a field they had sought out Some of the workers had
applied to other areas of social work but were not able to obtain a job in their
desired field and then applied to child welfare The perception from some of the
workers was that child welfare was continually hiring people and that finding a job
was easy Some workers also mentioned the benefits that came with child
welfare work, specifically the salary, which is generally higher than a new
graduate would likely earn in most areas of social work

This worker describes

her motivation to enter child welfare
"That's what - ultimately the reason I started looking for jobs in
child welfare was because I couldn't find a job in the field and-and
exactly - doing exactly what I wanted to "
The other half of the workers saw working in child welfare as a calling
Many of the workers wanted to work with children and families, and found child
welfare attractive as workers had the ability to make positive changes with
families The theme of making a difference for children was prevalent in the
workers who saw child welfare as a calling These quotes illustrate the desire to
help people
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[T]he whole job in general to look at that you are doing your best to
make a positive change in families and you know, having the role of
being known as you know someone who protects kids is a
rewarding thing in itself just to know that you are making a
difference and that you're helping people out and you know that
you get to meet these - some of these kids are just absolutely
amazing kids
Another worker said
Also because it's very challenging It's very touching, it's very
challenging And I - you know what I really always wanted to start
there because, I mean, kids are the most vulnerable people right*?
So to have - to be you know - to have some sort of, you know, part
of their life where you could, you know, change and touch them
That really is a big thing right?
A small number of the workers had started their careers working either in
group homes or as child and youth workers and found that position to be
unsatisfying They wanted to be helpful at a different level, one that involved
planning for youth at a higher level This example describes the thought more
fully
[A]fter college I did - 1 was working with kids - working with kids in
a group home setting and a correctional setting And saw the CAS
workers sort of swooping in and I said, "You know, I wouldn't mind
doing that" So - because I got to see the work they do with the
kids, and, you know, thought I could be helpful at a different level
A theme that also emerged was the influence of the worker's own family in
choosing a career in child welfare A few of the workers spoke of their exposure
to the helping professions through parents who were employed in social service
settings A couple of the interviewees spoke about being from underprivileged
backgrounds or of being clients in the child welfare system themselves All of
these workers felt strongly that their backgrounds provided additional insight into
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working with families and they wanted to create positive experiences for their
clients
[B]ecause I've always planned on working for, for the agency that I
work for - that's always been my goal I think, I think it's different
with my family to as I come from a background where we were, we
had an extensive involvement with child welfare as I was a child
growing up So we in a sense, know the job (laugh) I've had
experience with the job so we know that's it not all bad either
Another worker stated
I think that my personal experience really drives my work and it
really drives why I wanted to be in social work in the first place
Don't come from a very privileged background at all and so yeah I
think that it gives me a lot of insight into some, some of the families
that I work with and I find that when they talk to me, I can relate to
some of the things that, or some of the situations that they have
because, well, I've, I've been there and know someone who's been
there and, yeah
Despite the individual motivations and reasons that people came to child
welfare, the new workers displayed energy, enthusiasm, and hope in the work
Many of the new workers were glad to be in child welfare, although they had
heard various stories about the workers and the field
Introduction to Child Welfare
Workers were introduced to child welfare in many ways before they
become protection workers Often, they had completed placements or summer
employment positions and formed opinions of the work Child welfare was often
discussed in their schooling and they had heard about the work through the
media All of those factors assisted in forming their views of child welfare and
affected the people surrounding them
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Horror Stories
New workers discussed the common view that child welfare was a
negative place to work, full of stress and burnout The perception was quite
generalized and workers often could not identify where this perception arose but
considered it to be general knowledge This worker spoke of her impressions
before starting her job
I mean definitely I had heard from everywhere else that there's high
turnover, there, you know, people don't last long on the job, there's
always positions available, (laughs) that kind, that kind of thing
One of the places that workers identified as transmitting negative views
was university Workers often take courses on child welfare and are taught by
professors who have varying views on the Ontario child welfare system Workers
also interact with colleagues who may have completed child welfare placements
or worked in the field for a short term This worker talked about discussions that
occurred in class
And then I've heard about the high caseloads, just stressed
overload and burnout and all that stuff, which comes from various
places like in school, like you hear and professors talk about it
because you need to - you need to be aware of what -what you're
getting yourself into and then other students and professionals in
the field, you know, there's always that negative talk
Many workers also elect to complete placements in the child welfare field
Most workers spoke of enjoying their placements This worker talked of her
positive placement experience, while acknowledging the negative perceptions of
child welfare
[W]ell, I knew that I wanted to work with-with kids and with families
and - my BSW practicum was a really positive experience for me I
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really enjoyed it a lot, so that, it kind of showed me that child
welfare isn't as bad as everyone says it is So that's kind of what
attracted me to it
Some of the negative perceptions come directly from child welfare
workers This worker shared her experience of hearing horror stories from
agency employees
I don't know I think some people just, you know, sometimes listen
to the - the news about- and they hear all t h e - like the negative
stories about CAS, but even people doing placements Like when
you start your placement, you talk to all the other workers and
some people don't, you know, shy away from telling you like you
know, this is what it was like for me and people who've had
negative supervisors, and people that weren't supportive of them,
you know, them not knowing what they were doing and then going
and doing and getting not recommended
A similar experience was raised by another worker who mentioned that
child welfare was seen as oppressive by some people at the university and not a
desired place to work While that worker did become a child protection worker, it
was unplanned
One of the workers also mentioned the thought that workers who had
been employed in the field for a short period of time often had negative
experiences with high caseloads and unsupportive supervisors Workers also
acknowledged that often the stories that they had heard were the negative ones,
not the stories where families were successful and worked willingly with the
workers In this sense, much of the information was very one sided However
this perception affected the reactions that workers received when announcing
their job choice
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Unsupported and Cautious
Many new workers experienced negative reactions and often did not have
the support of their friends and family when starting their jobs People around
them spoke about child welfare negatively and were sometimes not confident
about the person's fit with the perceived role One worker spoke about the
reaction from the people around her when she stated her intention to work in the
field She also spoke of how people currently react to her job
Well, it was interesting, because you know, a lot of people had an
interesting reaction when I told them I was going to do this job, you
know, you're crazy, ahh I don't know if you'll, if that's a good fit for
you, or you know, talking about the burn out rate and those stress
And I still find that too, you know, sometimes when you tell people
this is what your job is, they kind of have this ah, geeze, like that's
too bad kind of reaction
While the above worker was open with people about her job, some
workers were cautious about revealing that they worked in child welfare Many
times, they had experienced either sympathy about their job or, after their job
was revealed, had been told personal stories about child welfare involvement
This worker spoke of an uncomfortable situation during a social gathering
Sometimes, ah, I'm, I'm careful to who I, when I say it because I
find that you don't know who's been involved with Children's Aid
and I would never want someone to feel uncomfortable because I
am around and I work for Children's Aid and in one specific
situation it was out of my control a friend had told a friend of hers
that - oh this is my friend she works for Children's Aid, and the
whole night she was telling me how much she loves her kids and
she felt the need to have to, have to justify how she parents and it
was very uncomfortable because I was trying to enjoy my time
away from work and I don't want people to feel that because I work
for the Children's Aid I am constantly judging or analyzing what
they are doing (laughs)
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Workers were often placed in the position of defending their career choice
from those around them It appears that workers often do not tell people that
they work in child welfare due both to people's reactions and to allow for some
personal/work separation
Workers discussed the media perceptions of child welfare and the
negative press that child welfare sometimes receives One worker spoke about a
protest against the Children's Aid Society and was frustrated, since the facts
were inaccurate and the video was posted on an online video sharing site This
worker spoke of how her perception of the media coverage of child welfare had
changed since she began work in the field
[N]ow that I'm in the field and, and I'm working here I know that
there's probably more going on behind the scenes than what was
actually reported, only a, a portion of it gets, gets reported to the, to
everybody who's watching, whether it's your reading or watching
the news so I think, you know, years ago had I read a story about
oh, CAS is involved and this child died, I might have thought
something very different than, than now Oh you know, [the
question would be] how could they let that just happen, and
whereas now, it doesn't seem so cut and dry, you know, [it's more]
how could they have known
Workers cope with the negative perceptions of child welfare in the media
This perception influences friends and family members who may or may not have
had personal involvement in the system It is not surprising that, based on the
negative perceptions heard through the media, schooling, and from colleagues,
many child welfare workers did not have the intention of working in the field
The reasons why social workers join child welfare are complicated and
involve a variety of factors Outside perceptions of child welfare, their sense of a
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calling in the field, and the convenience of a job in which new workers are often
needed, all factor into the decision to enter child welfare However workers enter
the field, they often come with enthusiasm and energy and are sustained by
hope
Reflections
When I look at the stories of the new workers interviewed and compare
them to my own story, I find that there are some differences and some
similarities I was a worker who entered child welfare as a job of last resort I
was working in a job that I enjoyed but that could not offer me any stability or
commitment I came into child welfare with my own strong preconceptions of
child welfare, not formed from a placement in child welfare but from my volunteer
work with the Office of Child and Family Services Advocacy, now called the
Office of the Provincial Advocate for Children and Youth At the time, I was
involved in a youth committee which acted as the voice of youth in the office
Many of my peers on the youth committee were Crown wards who had spent
significant periods of time in the child welfare system They spoke of workers not
returning their phone calls, of them forming connections with workers who then
left, and of the unfairness of the system They appeared to feel hurt and
betrayed by the workers I did not want to be one of those workers I had had
some positive experiences with the local child welfare agency through my
employment and needed more stability, so I applied for an ongoing position, but
was successful at securing an intake job instead
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I can identify with new workers who spoke of people who were not
supportive of their decision to work in child welfare Soon after accepting the
position, I left the youth committee, as there was a change in how my peers now
perceived me and interacted with me - 1 was now one of "them" My career
choice was not acceptable to some members of the committee and I
subsequently lost contact with those who served on the committee
Discussion
New workers are unique in child welfare They are in a constant state of
learning, not only about the job but about themselves, and they bring enthusiasm
and energy to the job and workplace New workers are also not yet immersed in
the system and have the ability to distance themselves from and question the
child welfare system The critical thinking skills that new workers possess can
assist in identifying practices and processes that don't work well and developing
new ways of working New workers give child welfare an opportunity to improve
on service delivery and processes
New child welfare workers often struggle with joining child welfare
Individually, as they may not have planned to work in the field Socially, their
choices may not be supported or accepted by their peers, family, and friends,
who may have been influenced by media Child welfare workers are often
portrayed negatively in the media (Valentine & Freeman, 2002, Misener, 2001)
and this negative perception has the ability to impact not only the level of familial
support a new worker may receive, but also whether social workers will enter the
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field The negative perception of child welfare can be a deterrent to both
recruitment and retention of workers (Rycraft, 1990)
The split in the motivation to enter child welfare between convenience and
calling has some potential implications for retention in child welfare These
results are somewhat unusual as studies examining retention have found that the
calling to work in child welfare is a significant factor in employee retention
(Vinzant, 1998, Rycraft, 1994) Other studies have found intrinsic motivation for
social workers in child welfare to be significant (Levin, 2003, Rycraft, 1990)
However, these studies were not focused on new workers I wonder if many
workers who come to child welfare through convenience leave or if the work
becomes a calling to them Further study into the new worker experience is
needed to understand this process
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Chapter 4
New Child Protection Worker Orientation, Training, and Socialization
New workers undergo a tremendous amount of learning about both the
role and functions of the job and about themselves The learning that workers
experience is difficult but valuable and leads to personal and professional
development However, with learning comes fear and apprehension, workers are
initially apprehensive when starting their jobs in child welfare and become
alarmed when they enter the job and realize the amount of information that they
need to learn This section will discuss the process of learning the job, from the
uncertainty to orientation and formal new worker training
Afraid of Not Doing a Good Job
Diversity
When workers spoke about the job, many mentioned that the diversity of
child welfare was an attraction, both in terms of issues and the nature of the
client population Child welfare is one of the areas in social work where a worker
has the opportunity to work with people from all walks of life With these people
come a multitude of issues, all combining differently to create a new experience
with every family The range of issues was often a surprise to the new workers
as they started their placements or jobs in the field This worker described her
experience
I think the types of cases that there were, that were out there, I
mean you go into it just thinking okay, physical and sexual abuse,
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you know, like extreme neglect, where it's so obvious that it's
neglect, that's kind of what I came into, expecting the worst, but
then you realize that there's, you know, prenatal pieces and then,
the adult conflict, the parent-teen conflict, things like that
The diversity encountered is not limited to issues and population but also
includes worker roles Workers spoke of the different roles that they played in
child welfare and were surprised at the breadth Some workers seemed to
believe that they would be limited to a few roles only, possibly the authority figure
role This worker speaks of her experience with the roles in child protection
It's not just about, you know being an authority figure It's about
you know using power with and not power over aligning with clients
and advocating for them Not so much-not a lot of like social work
Kind of sit down and tell me what your problems are and I'm going
to help you A lot of-you know you have to be a motivator You
have to be an advocator, a mediator So many different things and
sometimes all at once and I just - I guess I didn't think that I'd be
using so many different skills
Many workers enjoyed the challenge and diversity of the work
and found that the diversity was a factor in the decision to remain in the
field The new workers interviewed wanted to perform their jobs well
and provide good clinical service to families and children, however, the
range of issues and situations exacerbated the uncertainty that workers
felt about their abilities Throughout the interviews, there was
consistent questioning about the "right" way to do the job Workers
searched for solutions to issues that could be implemented in a
prescribed fashion to assist with the learning curve These two workers
spoke about their experiences with the uniqueness of families
[Because] we are working with people and people are, everyone's
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individual so one, outcome for one family is not going to be the
same for another family so it always seems like there is something
new coming up Like after a year and half I don't know how
confident I, you know there's some things I'm like you know, well,
it's the first time I've seen that or that type of thing so its always, I
think it's a big learning curve
things that appear similar to me
like on paper, you might do something completely different with this
family than this family and so its kind of like, okay how am I
supposed to remember (laughs) to apply that if we are going to do
something different each time so
Another worker stated
[It's] not like you can go by this chart, it's like when this situation
happens, this is the answer Or, even if two, you have two different
families with the same, similar situations, there's never anything
that you could go by that could give you that consistent response,
do you know what I mean? So, it's very, like, I don't know the word
Like there's nothing, like I feel like it's very dependent on a certain,
a bunch of different circumstances, people, it's dependent on like
the worker, the family, collaterals, there's never cut and dry
answers about what you are going to do in response to a situation
Even if it seems like almost exactly the same situation as another
family, do you know what I mean?
The uniqueness was a draw to the work for many but also left workers
struggling to find the "correct" solutions that would be effective in intervening and
strengthening the families, with the end goal of preventing child maltreatment
They were afraid of making mistakes in their jobs and felt very uncertain in their
clinical work with families
Uncertainty
Workers wanted to do a good job intervening with families but were often
uncertain about their work Self doubt was a prevalent theme throughout the
interviews and affected workers at their positions This worker reflected on her
interviewing skills and the doubt she often felt about her assessment
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I guess there's always that piece, like did I ask the right questions,
did I do the interview in a, you know long enough did I really look at
everything enough to make sure that when I left and said those kids
were safe, were they safe
Another worker said
[l]t can be that constant wonder, well am I doing it right? Is
this the way it's supposed to be done? Am I going to you
know provide the right information or do the right things
These doubts were echoed by other workers in family interactions around
intrusiveness, knowledge of presenting issues and child development This
worker discussed her family interactions and her sense that she was not
knowledgeable about the issues and was unsure how to guide families
So as I go on, I learn, right? So that has been hard, very hard,
'cause sometimes, when you - when I - when I speak to, you
know, families, like I feel like, in a way, like, I feel in a way, but I
don't know what I'm saying, right? 'Cause I don't know much? So
I'm just kind of like, "Oh dear," I'm kind of like, "Wow, I don't know,
you know, a lot, about this," and, like, all that stuff, but I mean,
maybe part of it it's because I'm a new worker, but yeah, so it just
kind of makes me feel like "Oh, I'm not being helpful" or you know
Workers were genuinely concerned about not being helpful to families due to
their lack of knowledge or experience One worker reflected on her first
interactions with families
And so, now I'm questioning how [ ] did that family not fall apart
three months ago when I first started working with them, cause I
know much more different things now
Workers were also reluctant at times to admit to families that they were
new and still learning the job There was a sense of incompetency associated
with being a new worker This worker spoke of not knowing the answers to a
family's questions
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They ask a lot of questions and you can't be prepared for that so, I
mean, often times I find that, I mean, just faking it is (laughs) not a
good idea, so I find that like, being honest with clients and telling
them that I don't know - I'll get back to you, it works But then I
feel, you know, slightly incompetent because of that and then that, I
think, reflects badly on me
Workers were also worried about making mistakes that would impact
families in a negative manner They were concerned about the immediate
impact and the long term impact that they could not predict This worker spoke
about the long term impact of her decisions
I don't know I guess it's when those situations, like I was talking
about before, how when it's not, it's not a clear cut answer that you
know what to do It's kind of trying to balance something out You
kind of make an arrangement or you make a decision, you wonder
if it's the best decision But nobody really knows, like nobody, you
know, your supervisor doesn't know, I don't think, you know what I
mean You just have to see what happens right, so And you think
about, like in the future later, like how, what the decision that I
made how's it going to affect down the road kind of thing [ ] it's
like, it's very, I don't know, it's like you're walking into the dark and
you're like, okay if I did something wrong I guess I'll hear about it,
you know what I mean?
They are also afraid of providing incorrect information and wanted to be
helpful and successful in their jobs From my experience, the feelings of
uncertainty and self doubt exist at times with senior workers on some cases,
however, senior workers have the advantage of more experience with families,
the agency and more fully understand their role as child protection workers New
workers are in a continual state of learning about child welfare, their organization,
the issues and population and, very importantly, themselves
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Placement is Not Preparation for the Job
Although many social workers do not plan on working in child welfare, it
appears to be a popular placement choice Many of the workers interviewed had
the experience of being a placement student or working on a short term contract
in programs such as supervised access The workers found that their student
experiences were helpful in learning the issues and types of concerns
encountered in child welfare This worker found her placement to be beneficial
I found being a student first very helpful When I see the other,
other people, and I think, I think learning from people who are new
as well because they remember and they have gone through it and,
a lot of times you just have to push your way through it and figure it
out and it's going to take you 10 times as long as if you just knew
how to do it but then once you have done it once, you kmda, you
kinda get the hang of things
Completing a placement in child welfare is helpful in understanding the
work, however, it is not preparation for the job Some of the workers felt that the
placement would be job preparation, but many of the workers had completed
placements in different departments, agencies and some of them under the old
ORAM system New workers were also not prepared for the added
responsibilities of being a worker As a student they deferred to their supervisor
and were not responsible for case work This worker spoke of her experience
When I was the Social Work Assistant, when clients had questions
or they were frustrated or I could say, "You know, I'm sorry you will
have to talk to your worker" You know and I'm sorry, refer them
back to their worker all the time but now it's like I am their worker so
I can't do that anymore And that was scary for sure like and the
biggest thing for me was being the worker - like the legal
responsibility and the - it just having so much responsibility and it's
all on you
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New workers found the additional responsibility overwhelming They were
also not prepared for the documentation expectations This worker spoke of the
responsibility of documenting clinical work
My student placement didn't completely prepare me, even though I
was here as a student, because I was not hands-on, right? I did a
lot of the interview process and all that, but there's new ingredient,
things that you need to be aware of in terms of completing your
documentation and all that
Workers were not prepared for the workload and the pace of child welfare
As a student, the focus was on learning As a worker, the focus and
expectations changed significantly and were on performing the duties of a child
protection worker This new worker found the workload to be significant
I think my surprise came with just as my cases started to pile up
and you know having so much stuff to do I think that was my
biggest surprise as how busy I was
Placement experience can assist workers in learning about the job, role
and functions of child welfare It can also assist in the development of clinical
skills due to the diversity of the issues involved with the child welfare system
However, placement is not preparation for the job of child protection
Shadowing
Job shadowing is an important part of learning in child welfare as the role
is very complex "Shadowing" refers to new workers accompanying experienced
workers in various parts of their job, from internal conferences to home visits with
families Generally, students in child welfare spend much of their placements
shadowing workers In this section, I've included both shadowing as a placement
student and shadowing completed as a new worker There are some differences
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that will come up throughout the section, however, shadowing is probably the
most significant learning tool in child welfare, whether it occurred at a placement
or employee level
While the workers had varied experiences with shadowing, the importance
of shadowing was a common theme throughout the interviews This worker
discussed the importance of shadowing and of ride alongs with other workers
It's like you know, it's like ride alongs, they put you in cars with
different workers and they send you off to assist with different tasks
and you start to get different flavors of the job You learn what it's
like to connect with the family You learn what it's like to confront
the family on stuff like that You learn what you need to look for in
terms of what the kids need or what is safe, what's unsafe What's
a good goal and what's going on with the family, you know,
probably naturally just wouldn't be able to understand and you just
kind of get thrown into it
Another form of shadowing that is utilized regularly is an experienced
worker accompanying a new worker, with the new worker taking responsibility for
the case This worker talked about the benefit of bringing an experienced
worker
[One] time I brought somebody, like, the girl on my unit that has 7
years experience, like when I first had my first case with the infant
visit I have my own experience babysitting infants, but I don't have
my own child welfare experience of what to look like, look for, right
So, I brought her with me and it was good to have that kind of
second perspective on it, so I know it's not really realistic to go on
visits with the second person all the time, but I think that was really
helpful, to get that second kind of set of eyes and way of thinking
about things
Workers found shadowing to be a critical learning tool in child welfare
The majority of workers had an opportunity to shadow others, whether it was at
the placement or employee level However, as previously discussed, a student
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placement in child welfare does not fully prepare a worker for the reality of child
welfare Some of the workers only shadowed as students This worker
expressed her feelings around the lack of shadowing opportunities as an
employee
It was really frustrating, especially there was a whole part that I
figured like was skipped A lot of workers talked about how when
they came they shadowed they - like some said, "Oh when I came
however many years ago there was a whole month that I didn't take
any new cases I just shadowed workers all the time " I didn't
shadow anybody ever so and I think that - maybe that goes
around again with the expectation that I've already done my
shadowing because I did practicum but, so that piece is really
frustrating for me
This worker had a similar experience, however, which relied heavily on the
shadowing completed as a student She discussed her student experience and
her observations of other new workers in the agency
It was still overwhelming but I think, I think it is different because I
was a student so I was really able to shadow someone as long or
as short as I wanted and then be able work independently I don't
see that with the other workers around me who are starting They
come and literally have a full caseload and are basically told just
kind of get to work So for me it was different because I did get to
shadow It was still overwhelming But I did have someone to
shadow at least and someone who I could constantly ask questions
to you and feel comfortable doing that with so that made a big
difference for me
Workers who did shadow as employees had various amounts of time with
more experienced workers Some had a few days and others had weeks, one
worker shadowed for two months before assuming her own caseload
Shadowing was an integral part of the training for new workers
Anything of real value that I got about approaching this job and
case management and working with families, came from
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discussions that I would have with my peers, going out on other
cases with them when I was getting started, having supervision with
my manager
Shadowing is a very important part of child welfare training that helps new
workers to understand how to best interact with families about a vanety of issues
Also important in the training process is agency orientation, which will be
discussed in the next section
Orientation Lacked Details
Workers require significant orientation to the role of child welfare worker,
partially due to the uncertainty of the job The theme of uncertainty carried
through to the comments about agency specific training and orientation The
term "agency specific training" is used to describe any training that occurred
within the agency about resources, policies, and daily operations It does not
include the new worker curriculum published by the Ontario Association of
Children's Aid Societies (OACAS), which is covered later in the chapter
Workers found that there was a lack of training in both the clinical and
administrative tasks of the job They made suggestions to improve the
orientation and agency training process that new workers complete The
orientation process will be reflected upon in this section
In the field of child welfare, there is a lot of information to remember and
there are many procedures to follow It is difficult to learn the details of the job
and what steps to take next as they are often not wntten down anywhere, or the
procedure may have changed since the last written form Workers discussed the
orientation that they received and the manuals with which they were provided
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They relied on their colleagues for the details of the job and appeared to find
them helpful This worker speaks about her orientation
[My] team, like when you first started, right yeah my team did it so
we, they would, they just took me around, showed me everything
and just showed me all what I had to do and yeah I did have
orientation to I think pretty much everything My supervisor made
sure that I arranged it so It was helpful, yeah, I think without it that
I, I probably still wouldn't know some of the aspects of the agency
[ ] like how often do you go to IT or go to accounting or records not very often and so yeah it was helpful in letting me know what's
there for when I need it
This positive experience with orientation was not universal One worker
stated that he did not receive orientation to the details of the job, for example,
legal case notes were completed on a different colour form, of which he was not
informed Most workers expressed a need for more orientation to the job
Workers also needed information about the community supports and resources
locally
Workers spoke about the importance of knowing the community supports
and agencies in the local area Some of the workers who were not from the
same area struggled to learn about the resources, and there did not appear to be
a mechanism in place to assist workers in learning about them
Coming in to it Mostly and again people who aren't from [city] like
they expect that you know all of the resources available in the
community And a lot of new workers don't if they're not from the
[city] area Again for me I was already familiar with them but we've
got workers who come from [other areas] and so you know our
supervisor would say, "they - you need to refer them to a parenting
program You need to do this" And they just expect that you're
aware of all the communities and the agency and that you know of
all the different programs that are available or the different agencies
that we have like that we collaborate with on a regular basis
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Workers felt that there was a general lack of agency training in the
process of becoming a child protection worker A theme that consistently arose
through the workers' stories was 'trial by fire', workers were thrown into the job
with little formal training and needed learn quickly through experiences They
spoke about the need to ask a lot of questions to understand the job This
worker, who had previously been employed as a social work student, discussed
her experience
The one thing that surprised me about being a worker was the lack
of training as a worker I was fine because I already knew the ins
and outs But for people who've never worked in child welfare and
come right from school or you know they have never worked there
before l-l do not know if I would still be here now if that was me
because I think I would have been overwhelmed by the lack of
training and sort of the expectations I find at our agency at least,
are very high of new workers
The lack of information and detail was not limited to clinical work, it
occurred in the administrative tasks as well Workers were consistent in their
message that there was insufficient training on the computer systems used in
child welfare They were unsure how to find documents and understand
timelines and did not have problem solving skills related to the system
I'm frustrated right now because I'm trying to do transfer recordings
and stuff, right and the automatic rejection stuff I'm like—where is
this coming from? What am I doing wrong*? What am I filling out
wrong? I don't know and just you know So that piece, you know
when you're home on a Friday night at 10 30 and you're doing your
stuff and you're like -ahh, what's that doing this? But I don't know,
so that part I find difficult just, you know was I trained properly on
it? Not really I'm trying to—like I'm trying to learn as I go, right?
In addition to the lack of training on the computer system, workers coped
with the 'common knowledge' concept Workers were expected to know how to
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perform certain functions without an explanation This worker speaks of another
new worker's experience
I even remember one of the new workers in case you have to go
and meet with your family once a month, their families and we call
them home visits and I remember the new worker being like, "Okay,
the supervisor told me I have to go do a home visit" She's like,
"What's a home visit? Like what-what do you during a home visit?"
Like what do I ask? What do I talk about? So I think that one of
them is knowing what to do when you initially start working with a
family What - you know what a home visit looks like?
The worker was expected to know what a home visit was and what
occurred during the visit without a full explanation of the process This worker
talked of her experience with case-noting and how these more basic functions in
the job are missed
[It] is really basic things, too - and I don't think - sometimes I don't
think that's intentional I think that people if things have come
second nature to them so they don't realize that it's something that
they need to explain to you I can remember on my - on my first
week my supervisor told me that I needed to write a case note I
knew what a case note was but it was completely different I didn't
know that I had to go into a certain - that I had to go into [the
computer program] and type one up in [the computer] it's little
stuff like that she didn't think it - to explain that to me until I asked
her specifically
The details of the job are often missed and considered common
knowledge This may be partly due to the amount of information that
needs to be conveyed to a social worker starting in the field Workers also
wanted more details regarding the clinical work required and how to best
interact with others This worker discussed the clinical learning that
occurred
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[Because] there's a lot of questions and a lot of things you need to
know, right, because every case is different, every circumstance is
different and there's a lot of nitty-gritty things that you need to be
aware of You know, whether it's a good sitting arrangement with all these things they need to be aware of There's a lot of things to
know in the job And also how to do the job right, how do you get
doctors to respond? How do you get schools to respond? So,
there's always all those things you need to know to move your
cases along, right?
The lack of orientation on details was a constant message
throughout interviews Workers were clear in their opinions that the
orientation and agency training that they received was inadequate This
worker summarized many of the issues around orientation
And, and there is really an overall lack of training There is training
but it is very, very broad - it's just kind of a brief overview of, of how
the agency and the system works There is nothing there that tells
you how to do the day to day tasks And, and it's, it's often fly by
the seat of your pants Even with the, forms and documents that
need to be submitted on line which - it was also actually a big
surprise for me I spent, I spend more time in front of my computer
than out seeing people But even with all those, like, you just kind
of you don't know when things are going to be due at first and, and
it's just kind of, you have to take it as it comes and, and you don't
necessarily know how to do things and, there's nobody there sitting
beside you explaining how to do it step by step, so there's just,
there's just no training for the day to day, which is, is hard because
that's where most of the decisions are made You know, doing,
even doing the eforms document, that's just telling everybody the
summary of what is going on and how, where the family is situated
It's not telling, telling you about, you know, the advice that, that
people ask you, and the answers that you have to give
them When I go to a family's home who as a young child and I'm
supposed to be there, assessing the situation and assessing their
parenting skills and you know, say, it's a one year old and they are
giving the one year old chocolate milk How do I know that's
wrong
Nobody's trained me on, you know, how to be a parent
and I'm not one just never really knowing the right answer, I
guess is, is the uncertainty of the job
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Workers had some suggestions regarding orientation to the role and
duties of child welfare They were clear in stating that new workers should be
well supported in this learning and eased into the job rather than assuming a
caseload immediately They also needed clear, detailed instructions about what
is expected in the role, and at specific points in the job Workers also needed a
structured plan for orientation into the role, agency, and community I have
included the text of a few of the suggestions to provide a sense of the comments'
themes
I think that a lot of feedback that I've heard and that I necessarily
agree with new workers is that we need to know what we're doing
and in terms of your first home visit, your second home visit Like I
said in the beginning I didn't know that I had to do do a plan of
service Do you know what questions you're suppose to be asking
because a lot of people come in and they don't have the experience
of going out and interviewing somebody in an investigation to find
out, you know how to get the answers you're looking for How to not
ask leading questions, you know how to interview children How to
interview an alleged perpetrator There's all those things that are
vital to our job that we're making up as we go along
Another worker said
I think that, I know that agencies can be quite, ah, busy and that
they definitely need people to start and to kind of carry a load right
away, but I think that can be kind of detrimental to a hew worker,
especially if you are not coming from a child welfare background,
because it is scary and you are dealing with some very sensitive
issues and I think that being eased into it and feeling comfortable
and confident is, is a better way o f - 1 foresee myself staying longer
if I feeling that way, as opposed to getting into 6 months and
feeling completely burnt out, overwhelmed and questioning
everything, so
Another new worker stated
You need a lot of support, a lot of support and a lot of help You
need to - and with [ ] that environment needs to be there for new
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workers I think agencies need to realize and know and not at any
point ever stop thinking that this job is not hard You know what I
mean, like, whatever your people needs, just give it to them, 'cause
it's ridiculous You know what I mean, what we're dealing with So,
to be continuously supportive of staff
Importance of Supervisor in Learning
Supervisors were a main source of learning for new workers, both directly
and indirectly, through feedback, formal training, and supervision sessions New
workers spoke about the importance of receiving feedback from their supervisors
on how they were progressing in the job Workers expressed that they found
feedback encouraging, whether it be positive or constructively negative This
worker explained how constructive feedback from her supervisor helped to
strengthen her confidence
[That] was helpful for me because I would sit with my supervisor
and I'd get feedback on my assessment and he would tell me, give
me criticisms and so it was good because you felt more confident at
that point that you're making the right decisions and you, in the end,
you're not making decisions alone
The workers were divided on whether they were receiving feedback from
their supervisors Some workers did not receive feedback from their supervisors
and were left wondering if they were meeting expectations The lack of feedback
was discouraging to the new workers This worker explained
[Again] speaking from my own experience - my-my own supervisor
can be a little bit discouraging sometimes I don't feel like I get
enough positive feedback or any, for that matter So, trying to you know you never really hear, "Oh, you're doing a great job "
Supervisors also had a role in the formal new worker training they had the
ability to emphasize the importance of the training or diminish the learning by

64

their actions The workers in the study spoke of supervisors who protected
training days and allowed workers to attend the training uninterrupted, which did
not appear to be true for many of their peers This worker explained
But one thing [my supervisor] is good about is protecting the
training days It's been interesting to watch [ ] we're doing our
training in [town] That's where it's all been And it is interesting to
watch the number of workers taking calls, they get pulled out
New workers also learned about the job through conversations and formal
supervision sessions with their supervisor Some supervisors facilitated the
worker's learning by allowing the worker to take the lead in her/his own learning
and by recognizing that learning was a process for the new worker This worker
discussed her interactions with her supervisor
[My] specific supervisor, he always made himself available but he
also kind of took a step back as well so he allowed me to interact
more with the team and he allowed me to choose what certain,
what I wanted to learn so certain cases if I found interesting, then
he'd 'go ahead, go out on this' If I felt like I was ready to do
something, 'go ahead, like do it'
Workers also learned through more formal supervision Workers are
required to consult on investigations shortly after the children are seen In cases
where an investigation is not occurring, the direction of a file is discussed in a
more formal supervision between worker and supervisor New workers stated
that regular formal supervision was very important for learning This worker
explained
I had supervision like every week and if it wasn't a week or just
when I needed it to But, I found that was so important- especially
to a new worker, being very be unsure of myself? I needed that
weekly supervision
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Another worker emphasized the need for uninterrupted time to reflect on case
situations
And for new workers, myself included, just you know setting
aside time - we do have supervision but it often gets
interrupted or often gets rushed
Supervisors had a significant role in the learning of new workers, and
could either be supportive to the learning process or a hindrance at times In
most situations, the workers considered their supervisors to be supportive of
them and their learning of the job
New Worker Training was Time Wasted
Child protection workers in Ontario must complete a series of training
modules which allow them to become authorized child protection workers,
commonly known as New Worker Training It consists of 9 modules which are
designed to be completed in order The training is fairly extensive, with each
module taking 2 to 3 days to complete The new worker training is constantly
evolving and changing, the current version of the training was implemented with
Transformation The workers interviewed spent a significant amount of time
discussing their experiences in new worker training I have grouped the
discussion into three main areas workload, content and structure
Workload
Workers are expected to carry a modified caseload when completing new
worker training The level of modification was different across agencies, many
workers spoke of doing home visits after training to meet standards This worker
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spoke of her experience juggling training, her caseload, and her worker
obligations
It was - it was - it was okay Sometimes I have mixed feelings
about it because, like you're a part-time worker when you're in new
worker training and that part is kind of difficult because I'd be in
training for 2 days and then I'd come back and I'd have, I'd be on
duty for-for one of those days and then [ ] one of the days I just
spend checking my messages and trying to touch base with people
and I only - I basically only have one day where I can actually go
out and see clients And so that - that part was kind of - it was
kind of frustrating that way and getting a case like new cases while
you're on new worker training and that kind of thing Honestly
sometimes it was nice to be able to get away from the office
At times workers spoke about enjoying the break away from the office, but
spoke about how they found it stressful when they returned Many of the workers
spoke of having a low caseload but knew people in training whose workload did
not appear to be modified This worker reflected on his experience with a high
caseload
It was pretty difficult in the beginning uh, because my, my new
worker training was, was fairly clustered in a short amount of time, I
mean it was only within weeks that I was up to a pretty high
caseload I think I had about twenty or twenty one cases and I was
going through new worker training and I had only been here about
a couple of months So that was, that was hard You know, I really
had to learn to, to juggle things quickly, you know and deal with you
know, responding to things, you know within the appropriate time
frames and, and within that starting to learn the balance of being a
generic worker and ah, I was dealing with like recordings being
behind [ ] You know, I remember thinking when I was going
through it you know, there'd be particular modules and I was
thinking, like I've got a caseload that's exploding and here I am for
three days, you know, in a block about you know, wellness
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From the worker's statements, it seems that new workers struggle to
balance the training needs with the workload demands in their job They also
appear to be divided between workload and training demands
Content of New Worker Training
The struggle to balance the training and workload is further compounded
by the lack of value that workers generally find in new worker training This
appears to be driven by experiences with unhelpful or irrelevant training This is
not to say that training is unimportant for new workers, in fact, workers keenly felt
the need for training as they were uncertain in so many areas, but generally, the
new worker training modules did not meet their needs A few workers discussed
the value in new worker training but the vast majority were strong in their
opinions that the training was not beneficial to their learning These workers
discussed their experiences
So I just, I kind of just thought for workers who are coming in with
their BSWs it's kind of basic knowledge And I understand the
need for child protection workers to have that but I felt like, it was 3
days of my time spent learning or reviewing something that I
already knew when I had cases that I could have been working on
That's honestly what I thought
Another worker stated
And it's very - it's tedious, very repetitive, just absolutely, repetitive
and so tedious Just hearing the same thing over and over again
and just a lot of the things, like it goes in one ear and just out the
other because I can't sit down for, like, eight hours and just listen
and just learn, like, I need to do the job Okay And that's why I
learned [ ] honestly I haven't - 1 didn't learn anything from there
that I haven't learned on the job
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Workers often felt that the material covered in new worker
training was a repeat of their Bachelor of Social Work degree Many of
the workers had also taken a specific course in university on child
welfare and had learned about the job and administrative tasks through
their schooling Workers felt that the training lacked the practical,
hands-on pieces of the job This worker reflected on the perception of
new worker training and what would be beneficial
I think if I'm going to spend that much time away from the office I
would want hands on practical training and I think that the first
couple of trainings, like learning about theory and just the basics
and just covering the surface is understandable but for the amount
of sessions I think that I would want to know, if you're in a situation
like this, these are the questions that you would ask, if you're
interviewing a children, child this is what you would want to know I
think the more detail and less just covering the surface would be
more helpful because I think a lot of new workers go in with the
perception - I'm going to do new worker training and I'll feel so
much better once I'm done that And then you go through the
training and you think, okay I didn't really get that from, I didn't get
anything from that that I thought I was going to get So I think that's
the only thing that I would like to see different, because it is, it's a
very large section, chunk of time that you you're working on new
worker training
Another worker spoke of her experience
I think that a lot of feedback that I've heard and that I necessarily
agree with new workers is that we need to know what we're doing
and in terms of your first home visit, your second home visit Like I
said in the beginning I didn't know that I had to do a plan of service
and this and that, excuse me and like I think it needs to be basic
You know almost like and maybe some people don't do this
because they feel like they may be insulting the person's
intelligence like—okay you're going out on a home visit, do you
know what you're doing
Do you know what questions you're
suppose to be asking because a lot of people come in and they
don't have the experience of going out and interviewing somebody
in an investigation to find out, you know how to get the answers
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you're looking for How to not ask leading questions, you know
how to interview children How to interview an alleged perpetrator
There's all those things that are vital to our job that we're making up
as we go along
The workers interviewed were very consistent in wanting practical,
transferrable skills that could be applied to their daily work The one module that
was regularly seen as useful to new workers was the legal module However,
the timing of the module was often problematic for the workers
Training Structure
The training often occurred 2 to 3 days a week over a period of several
months The training was set up to be completed in order, with training around
the history of child welfare coming first and more specific training occurring later
Some workers found the structure of the training problematic as they needed
specific training earlier This worker discussed the timing of the modules
I think there needs to be some working around new worker training
of what modules are best where Uhmm - legal wouldn't have been
very effective right at the beginning of new worker training because
we have no experience to draw off of, and nothing to tie our
knowledge too But it's a little late now We've all probably been in
trial, we've all been in court We've all, you know, had those crazy
legal files where you spend, you know, your whole day in legal and
then some So I think that that would have been more beneficial
halfway through training possibly, wellness and self care maybe at
the beginning I think some of the work needs to be done around
the effectiveness of the timing of the modules and there are some
that weren't so beneficial I can't think off the top of my head what
they were now but I made comments on the evaluation that, you
know It felt like, you know, social work 101 all over again
The timing in general of new worker training was discussed with varying
conclusions Many of the workers felt that the training should occur immediately
upon being hired Other workers stated that it was important to be able to relate
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the training to actual cases and wondered if they would have gained more if
training had been delayed
Some of the workers were in training with workers who had years of
experience but had not completed the training for various reasons One worker
found this useful, but other workers in the same situation felt that it was not
useful as the more experienced workers were at a very different learning level It
also called into question the relevance of new worker training if workers were
able to function in the field for several years before taking the training
There were some exceptions in the discussion of training A couple of
workers had very different experiences around new worker training, one worker
had not received the training and was left doubting her decisions Another
worker was not trained as a social worker and found that the training referenced
theories and information that she had not learned While these two workers'
experiences were beneficial and prompt further ideas of study, the majority of
workers were consistent in their feedback around new worker training
Many workers were apprehensive about starting their jobs in child welfare
Some workers' anxiety decreased quickly while others discovered unanticipated
aspects of the job In attempting to learn and practice the skills necessary in the
job, workers were often confronted with areas of difficulty The personal and
professional development that occurred as a result of the job was evident in
some workers' stories as they spoke of increased confidence and competence in
their skill set This worker discussed the development that continued to occur as
a result of the job
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It's definitely been a challenge and I, I, I enjoy that, like I really
thrive on that, you know being in a situation that can, that
encourages me to develop and think and improve what I know and
apply that to people that I work with
The sense of the job having value in personal and professional
development was evident in most of the interviews Workers gained increased
self confidence and competence in their skills in the personal and professional
realm through their job The continued development was a valued aspect of child
welfare There was an understanding that the job was challenging but the
learning derived from the challenges was valuable
Reflections
When I think back on my experience as a new worker the words that
describe the experience for me are "change" and "belonging" My experience
when starting child welfare was one of change My supervisor was leaving on
maternity leave and two members of the team were also leaving due to
pregnancy The agency was in a state of change, ORAM implications were
being felt and the agency was hiring, growing, and restructuring quickly Before
my first year was over, I would switch supervisors twice more and move to a
newly developed community-based program The community-based program
was a better fit for me as it allowed more freedom of interventions and the ability
to develop long-term relationships with families The program incorporated
prevention and more direct contact with children and families than my previous
position Likely, if I had not moved to the community position, I would have left
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child welfare for an alternative position that would have allowed more long term
contact with families
I also needed to change my interventions with families In my previous
job, I worked voluntarily with families for a minimum of three months, working to
prevent children from entering into the criminal justice system My role had
centred on developing a cooperative relationship with both the parent and youth,
and following the goals and wishes of the family with the intervention plan Now,
I was in a more reactionary job with an investigation mandate My role, as I
perceived it, was to investigate allegations of child abuse in families, both the
concerns in the referral and any "hidden" concerns that the family did not want
me to know about While I went into the homes of families appearing
cooperative, I understood my role was that of an investigator and struggled with
that identity I was fortunate to have a supervisor who understood my struggle
with the investigative role and the need to work with families for a longer period
of time He provided the support and balance that I needed to be able to
investigate families while allowing me to build some longer relationships, when
this was possible and appropriate
When I think of belonging in child welfare, I think of the colleagues that
started with me We were all going through the same learning and struggles and
the experiences brought many of us closer together I also took pride in my new
identity as an intake worker There was a distinct difference between intake and
ongoing workers at that time, and I sought security in the identity of an intake
worker as I was adapting to numerous changes while learning the job The need
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to belong was strong enough that I did not recognize that my own work style and
skill set was clearly that of an ongoing worker I could not admit that I did not fit
in as an intake worker
As a supervisor, when I think of new workers, I think of the competing
demands both for the worker and the supervisor The multiple demands on the
new workers have been discussed in this chapter, however, during a normal
work day, I do not often stop to think of the competing demands on new workers
unless a comment, situation, or event occurs which reminds me While this may
sound insensitive, I also face competing demands in attempting to balance many
items, including the needs of my team of workers and each worker individually
Often, the needs of the workers differ and compete with one another and I must
make decisions daily which change the team balance An example of this
balance is case assignments While I think that every supervisor who has a new
worker on their team attempts to keep the new case assignments low, there
comes a point in time where the burden on the remaining workers becomes too
high and, as a supervisor, you cannot in good conscience assign the
experienced workers even one more case The new worker with the lower
caseload will then often be assigned the case, adding to the pressure on this
worker to complete training while responding to families While I understand the
importance of training, both formally and through shadowing other workers, I
need to respond to the daily situations that occur Since the new worker training
takes time, I think there can be a tendency to rush the process to meet demands
such as workload and response times
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Discussion
New workers undergo a process of training, orientation, and socialization
during their initial stages of integrating into the field of chid welfare There is little
research on new worker experiences specifically One study found that the time
between beginning a child welfare job and reaching a full caseload was an
important predictor of leaving the job and that half of the workers who expressed
an intention to leave the job remained (Weaver et a l , 2007) Weikel-Mornson
(2002) discussed the finding that there was no significant relationship between
placement/intern experience, job satisfaction, and retention, and that placement
experience did not adequately prepare workers for a job in child welfare The
finding echoes the experiences of the workers interviewed in this study
One of the more unexpected findings was the consistent feedback across
workers about the formalized new worker training program Workers did not find
the training process helpful, and questioned the purpose and need for the
training They desired more practical skills that were directly related to the job
that they performed rather than more theoretical training New workers also
expressed a need to be supported throughout their process of becoming more
confident in their position The uncertainty that workers feel can be normalized,
from the experiences shared by the new workers, the normalizing is occurring
through peer interactions, and not through formal training or supervision Child
welfare does not have a formalized process for acknowledging the uncertainty
that comes with the job
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Some ideas arose from the supervisor focus group about how to better
support new workers The ideas involved alternate types of supports and a more
formalized agency orientation, which will be discussed in Chapter 10
The other aspect which requires further examination is the socialization of
new child welfare workers Child welfare workers are socialized into the field of
child welfare through their training, observations, and experiences They
interact, bond, and rely on their colleagues to learn the job As was discussed in
Chapter 3, many new workers do not receive the support of their family and
friends with respect to their career choice I suspect that the lack of support
combined with the pressure to integrate into the field act in tandem to increase
the rapid socialization of new workers
The process of socialization has not been widely studied in child welfare
Freymond (2001) discussed the intense pressure to conform in child welfare from
her own research and experiences in the field The researcher reflected on the
need for workers to construct an identity and adopt a set of beliefs that would
facilitate removing a child from his or her family New workers, through their
training, become socialized to the norms of child welfare
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Chapter 5
Challenging Personal and Professional Values and Beliefs
Emotional Work and Hard Decisions
Child welfare work is challenging and very emotional There are fewer
more emotional experiences than removing a child from her or his home The
process of removing a child violates the inherent right to parent In order to
violate that right, workers must struggle with their own ethical decision-making
process and come to terms with the conflict between their values and the values
required in child welfare With that struggle often comes a sense of 'nghtness'
once the decision to apprehend has been made, however, most workers still
empathize with both the mother and child This worker explained how she
struggled to make a decision to apprehend a child
I had a family where the mother was globally delayed And I was
very empathetic towards her, like understanding that she didn't
understand, and that although she loves her daughter, she's not
necessarily able to understand her daughter's needs and provide
for those needs and it was really hard because I felt that it wasn't
a safe situation for the child and at the same time I felt like it's, it's
not a fair situation because mom is trying, it's not her fault So, it
was very, very hard and it worried me all the time And that's why I
think in, it's the most amazing child, I mean, beautiful, happy So
there's this attachment, I have an attachment to the child, a loyalty
to the child and the mom, but still feeling not comfortable with the
situation, feeling like also if I were to apprehend the child, mom
wouldn't really understand, so it would be even that much more
devastating for her That's the hardest thing to ever, ever come to
that conclusion but I still did feel that way
we did have to
apprehend and feeling torn because I was happy that I was
apprehending this child but at the same time feeling sad for, for
mom
The workers felt deeply and cared for the parents, often becoming anxious about
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the parents' responses and reactions to the removal of the children This new
worker discussed her concerns about a mother whose baby had been taken into
care
And we're being worried about the mom too, you know, that she'sshe actually came with me to the foster home to drop the baby off
but then, you know, following the mom home, to make sure she got
home okay Because I was concerned about, you know, she was
going to drive off the road, somewhere or whatever
Workers worried about the impact of the apprehension on the parent and
were concerned about how the parent was going to continue to work with the
protection worker to resolve the concerns Workers were also nervous about the
reactions that they would receive from the parents Some parents reacted very
negatively, while others seemed to have some understanding and were able to
move forward with a plan for the child's return Despite the worry over the impact
on the parents, their reactions, and the damage to the relationship, the workers
made the difficult decision that apprehension was necessary for the sake of the
child
The same emotional stress and dilemmas were discussed when decisions
were made about removing a child from the parents' care permanently and not
allowing any further access to the child The Ontario Child and Family Services
Act (2000) addresses permanency for a child The intention is to promote a
"forever" home for children who cannot return to their natural homes, providing
stability and security for these children
There are strict timelines for children in the care of a Children's Aid
Society, a child under the age of six can remain a ward of the Society for up to a
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year and a child over the age of six can remain a ward for two years The term
"society wardship" refers to a period during which a child is temporarily being
cared for by the Children' Aid Society, Crown wardship is permanent care By
the end of the time allotted, the child should either be returned home to family or
be made a Crown ward, with or without access to the parents For young
children, the preferred arrangement is Crown wardship without access, as a child
cannot be adopted with an access order While seeking permanency is often in
the best interest of a child, it creates pressure for family situations to be remedied
fairly quickly This worker speaks of the struggle
[And] then just working with some families where you kind of get in
that rut where you tried everything and you just - nothing is - is
working, nothing's really getting to that stage of improvement And
you can't see closing, you can't - you don't know- and families are
just not - not getting it, not able to pull themselves together and and kids are still in-care or the next thing you know they're going to
end up going to be for adoption So, I'm still trying to get that
piece over m y - or around - around my mind because I've never
worked with families where we've ended u p - the kids wind up
being adopted or - or crown ward-no access whereas I have a
family now where that's in play So, it's like oh, you know, it's kind
of sad for the mom because the mom has all the stuff going on she
could do it if it wasn't for this But, she's had so many chances and
kids just are doing well where they are and, you know
The process of removing a child permanently and not allowing
contact creates a value clash parental rights versus child rights This
becomes even more difficult as the worker often has a relationship with
both the parent and child and understands the unique perspectives of
each In the end, the worker must choose which set of rights will
supersede the other
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Another very emotional aspect of the job which was raised by
workers was encountering sensitive situations for the first time Child
welfare is a place where normal social boundaries are blurred, on a
worker's first meeting with people, she may discuss sexual practices,
adult conflict, and hygiene habits, all topics that are considered taboo to
discuss with strangers The families are often not voluntarily involved
with child welfare and may not be prepared for the discussions
Workers are also exposed to heart-wrenching situations, such as
severe neglect, sexual abuse, and physical harm They see the impact
of the situations on the children and must work with the person
responsible for the harm These workers speak of difficult situations
that they have encountered
I was part of a [joint police] investigation with another co-worker
and it, that was my first investigation that I was able to do at [the
police department] with another worker and we didn't expect things
to go the way they did but having disclosures and you know, it was,
that was difficult because you never really know how a child's going
to react when they disclose sexual abuse and so, dealing with my
own personal feelings around that and feeling how angry I'd get at
points [ ] and so that was more difficult because for me there's
this innocent child and then this adult and those, I think are some of
the personal issues that I find difficult that if I have to deal with
Another worker stated
It is just very overwhelming because of the - because of the-the
nature of the job and the stress of the job and the work load and
you know being busy yet it-it is there was a few things that like
being a new worker when you have a file when it is like something
really awful and it's like the first time you've ever actually had to
deal with it Like let's say like a really bad like sexual abuse case
or physical abuse case and like the first time you are the actual
worker on that file it really wow that's - that's tough when you are
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first exposed to you being the worker in a situation like that is eye
opening
And another worker said
I think just the most difficult thing in general I think was just having
to deal with certain issues a lot of, a lot of sensitive topics going into
homes that maybe I'm not used to, going into a lot of hostile clients,
so I think it was trying to build my own - taking the skills I have and
trying to incorporate that into child welfare
Behind each of the workers' statements is a sense of the emotions
involved in child welfare Part of the learning curve of a child welfare worker is
understanding one's own reactions to situations and learning how to cope and
process unexpected emotions that arise within the work
The Weight of Lives
Child welfare can be an overwhelming place to work for many reasons,
including the responsibilities associated with the job Workers are called "Child
Protection Workers", a title which can be interpreted as placing unrealistic
expectations upon workers to protect children from all possible harm coming from
the people around them The workers interviewed spoke about the responsibility
of the job and the weight of the decisions that they made daily which affected the
lives of families
New workers discussed their initial reactions to the job and the
responsibility that they associated with the role at the beginning of their jobs
This worker described her feelings
I felt, in the beginning, a lot more responsibility than I realized that I
had later on I almost felt like, you know, this, the safety of this
child depends on me now
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Another worker spoke about his view of his roles and responsibilities in the job
there's a lot of responsibility that comes with it, I mean you're
supposed to be the eyes and the ears and you're supposed to be
out protecting the kids and you hear of all these stories about
children dying and stuff like that and, and you wonder like what
could happen and if that was my case and how that would come
about
The worker is clear about the level of responsibility he perceives in the job
Workers generally believed when they started their jobs that they were fully
responsible for protecting the children on their caseloads from harm They also
spoke about the possibility of a child dying on their caseloads This worker
discussed the effect of this possibility on her home life and how she feared
making a mistake in the job
Then I remember like my first probably couple of months I had you
know, [name] my partner was even saying to me, "Are you sure "
Because I kept coming home and saying, "You know I just - I'm so
scared that you know because if something happens it all comes
back on me " And like if I make a mistake it - you know it's - I'm
going to be scrutinized and it's all - it's going to be my fault and he
was even saying like, "Are you sure this is what you want to do?
Because you seem really freaked out about this"
New workers felt an overwhelming pressure to ensure that children were
safe and protect them, and they took responsibility for this task, even though it
was out of their control A few workers discussed dreaming about the families on
their caseloads
It's been tough, cause this is one of the first cases where I really
take home with me, you know, like some things have just happened
in the last couple of days and, you know, I mean even the last
couple of nights, I, I go to bed and I wake up and I'm dreaming
about the case and I'm dreaming about, she upped the ante and
she was successful and, in the dream, the finger's being pointed at
me for something
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Workers also felt guilty about the lack of progress with families and some
of the decisions that occurred on their caseloads

This new worker discussed a

situation where the children were in the process of becoming permanent wards of
the state
[S]o that's a little bit discouraging sometimes when you think what
else I could have done But, actually it's a fairly new case for me,
too So, it's kind of all these transitions happen and then I became
a worker So, now I'm like okay, so I got to kind of dive into it and can't start all over but you need to just go from there
The worker identified that the case was new to her, however continued to feel
guilt and responsibility about the direction of the case Another worker
expressed her guilt around the lack of ability to make positive changes with a
mother
Although I had tried like every different thing in the book You know,
reflection - reflecting some of her experiences back to her-well you
know how her daughter would feel [ ] writing letters, phoning, you
know everything that I could do but in the end you can only do so
much and that's it
The worker continued to state that the situation often remained in her
thoughts and she wished the situation had turned out differently The
workers felt responsibility for children's safety and guilt about the
direction of some family situations
As workers became more accustomed to the role, their perceptions of
responsibility began to shift and they started to accept that families had some
responsibility for their own situations This transition was apparent in the
interviews, as workers who had more experience spoke more often of family
responsibility for change However, workers continued to feel responsible for
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enacting change within families This worker reflected on how she perceived her
role in family change
[It's] been a lot of self awareness and learning about balance, you
know, for myself, things that uh, because it's, it can be really
stressful, you know, especially when you spend your days dealing
with everybody else's problems and sometimes poor choices, and,
and to feel like you have some accountability in, you know, seeing
that improve
New workers viewed themselves as agents for change in family situations
Self doubt accompanied the responsibilities that workers perceived in the job
Throughout the interviews, the words "what i f were used when discussing
responsibility, those words represented the doubt that workers often felt about
their interventions This worker described how the self doubt affected her outside
of the job
I think it's, a little bit of it is, you know you go home everyday and
think, I hope, I hope I made the right decisions, or I hope
everything's fine, like you cannot help but let that pass through your
mind at least once
The self doubt became more prevalent when a child was harmed during
child welfare involvement Often, the workers took responsibility for the harm
and blamed themselves, despite not knowing or having the necessary
information to intervene One worker spoke of the realization that the child had
been harmed while the worker was involved with the family
I think one of the most difficult things is learning information
afterwards about a family that you've been involved with for a while
Say, once a child is out of the home I find that difficult because,
and it, you know, again I can't be too hard on myself in that sense
but I also, I kind of will go back over things and think oh, I should
have done this, or maybe if I had asked her this, you know, and I
couldn't, things would have been different or we could have
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intervened earlier or things like that, so I find that a bit difficult But,
like I said it is a learning curve, so that's how I try to look at it as
There was sometimes disagreement with case direction and decisions
The worker below had advocated for the child's removal from the home as she
had assessed the situation as unsafe Her supervisor did not agree and the child
was left in the home She reflected on her view of the situation
I know that I'm only human and that people miss things and
sometimes there no way of even knowing, there's nothing to miss
Things happen But I know if that does happen to me that may be it
for me and I've felt that way with this file I felt that if something did
had happened to her that I don't know if I'd be able to do this job
anymore because I would feel responsible for it
The worker had taken responsibility for any harm to the child despite her
assessment that the child was unsafe at the home, to the point that she had
contemplated changing jobs if the child was harmed
In other worker's interviews, workers felt that families held the
responsibility for change, with workers providing support in advocacy and
resources This new worker reflected on her shift in thought process over
time
[You] learn that you really can't control people's behaviours but you
can only, you know, try to make a really good assessment and try
to provide them with as much support and services as possible
But beyond that, really it's out of your control And unless you feel
that a child is really at immediate risk, then there's really not a
whole lot you can do And I found that, at the beginning, that
played on my head seven days a week 24 hours a day, it was
always something I thought about, what if, what if, what if
One of the more experienced workers interviewed was clear about where
the responsibility for change lay and communicated this with her families
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Well, [the families] have to take responsibility for some of their
actions and I just, you know, I just say I'm not here to fix things I'm
not here to make the changes I'm here to help support you make
the changes that need to be done You have to work together with
everybody on coming up with solutions and problem solving and
going from there
As new workers become more experienced in the role, they appear to
evolve in the area of responsibility, moving from initially taking full responsibility
for family actions to becoming accountable for supporting families in developing
and implementing their own solutions
Hostility and Perceptions
Social workers are not generally trained to work with involuntary clients,
but many of the families involved in child welfare are there involuntarily This
necessitates that a new set of skills be learned by child welfare workers This
section will explore the reactions and learning experienced by new workers who
have families on their caseloads which do not wish to be involved with child
welfare
Workers were apprehensive and worried about the reactions of families
both at intake and ongoing services Some workers spoke of learning how to
cope with negative reactions and become more assertive in their jobs Other
workers spoke about coping with parental reactions after child apprehensions
Workers also spoke about the effect of perceptions, both the workers'
perceptions that hostile families were the majority of the case work, and the
families' negative perceptions of child welfare, which may fuel a difficult
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relationship This worker discussed his surprise upon discovering that some
families were open to working with Children's Aid
Actually a lot of the families are more willing to work with us than I
had expected Because that's not what you hear about You hear
about, no one talks about the nice families, and the families that are
willing to work with you You always hear about the ones that are
yelling at you, and you know, you hear about workers being
attacked and things like that and that's what gets attention, not you
know, most of the families that are willing to work with you, and that
are receptive to help
Another worker spoke of how perceptions of child welfare could interfere with
interventions
Some of the times it's about trying to work through whatever
perceptions that they've had about CAS involvement And, I can
understand where, you know, where those things come from, you
know, like, some people come right out and say you know, if
something happened I probably wouldn't want to report to you guys
because you guys take people's kids away You know, so
sometimes it's about trying to work through some of that
Not all difficult relationships stemmed from perceptions Workers also
encountered situations where families had experienced negative interactions with
previous child welfare workers Consistently, workers spoke about
acknowledging that experience and making commitments to the families about
their current involvement This worker spoke of a family's previous negative
experience
You just, I mean - you really have to acknowledge them, right?
Acknowledge that they are, you know, feeling frustrated and, you
know, pissed off because - and this whole investigation is really, it's
so intrusive, right But you also want to - you also want to bring
them into the moment too, right*? Like, okay, you know what, that
happened, it was a negative, you know, experience You know, I do
wish that I - you know, I hope that - that this whole, you know,
experience now is different
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The workers also talked about the concept that the families' negative
reactions are not necessarily about the current interaction with the worker, but
about the circumstances This is consistent with other workers as they spoke
about the need to step back and realize that they were child welfare
representatives
Through most circumstances, workers expected to be treated with respect
and worked on learning how to cope with negative and disrespectful reactions
One worker explained her experience with a family
I went to somebody's house once and they were so - like I've never
had it before where some - where people were actually rude Or
just really rude like not just angry Clients are - there are a lot of
times when clients are angry when you go to do an investigation
but I had some clients that were very rude and it was just - it was
really and that was really difficult for me that was really hard for
me because I'd never encountered that before But it's very clear
and they are being deliberately wanting to show me that I wasn't
welcome there and wanting to make me uncomfortable
She continued on and discussed her reaction to the situation
I try to not let it get to me I try to keep in check in what my job is
and why I was there and address the concerns but it was difficult I
don't think that I worked with them the way that I would usually
work with - that what I usually go and do in an investigation There
is a - there is a difference with how I went in with them Because I
was really taken aback by it and I was really second guessing
myself
Most workers did not feel prepared to cope with clients who were overtly
hostile and unwelcoming They struggled to work with families who were
unwilling and disrespectful This worker descnbed her emotions as she called a
hostile family for a second time to finish the investigation
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And if you've had a negative experience, you know, having to go
back or having to call them again and say well, you know, I'm not
done yet I need to finish this investigation That's, that's, I always
get like an adrenalin surge, even just picking up the phone, like my
stomach is in knots, I'm like it's, they're just, it's on the phone and
I'm still nervous and anxious about calling them
While new workers struggle to cope with hostility and disrespect, they
expressed empathy and understanding for the families This worker explained
It's okay who wants CAS knocking on their door, right? No
one wants that So it's okay And I know everyone, people
just have bad days, I have bad days too So I recognize that
and with some of my, some of my families, I'll just, "okay, I
know you're having a bad day I'll call you back tomorrow"
And it gives them time to absorb the fact that there's this new
big power coming into their life and then the following day I
find that people are usually okay But I, I mean it's fine with
me, I understand it, it's okay
While new workers could understand and empathize, they were also
nervous about the reactions of parents One specific area that workers
discussed was the potential reactions of parents whose children had been
apprehended At times, the anticipating the reaction was worse than the actual
incident, as this worker described
I didn't have to deal with [mom] that day It may have been better if
she was there 'cause I would have dealt with it and not taken it
home that night, 'cause the whole night, like, I didn't sleep well, you
know I was nervous and you know - that like the relationship's
ruined, like how do you pick up the pieces and work with someone
who I had been working with for like seven months on really, really,
really good terms and we had a really good working relationship,
and then she comes, like, I go in one day and she's been
hospitalized and I'll take her children, yeah The next day, I came
into work and there was an already voicemail for me and she said,
"I know you apprehended my children, can you please call me so
we can talk about it," and I called her and we sat at the meeting and
she came in here and she was actually fine, like, we laid out the
concerns that she was upset, she cried and she felt a little
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frustrated and angry with me, but considering how I thought she
would handle it, it actually wasn't so bad
Other times, the reaction of the parents was much worse than
anticipated as this worker described
I had to remove a child from the home Removed the child from
the home and placed him in a more safe - in a safer place And
the [father] was here for seven hours arguing with me Seven, and
angry - 1 shouldn't say angry The person was not angry The
person was passionate about what he felt was not right in the
situation
The worker continued on and discussed how difficult it was to cope with
the parent's reaction and that he considered quitting after the experience
The reactions encountered by new child welfare workers from unwilling
clients can be intense and can strain coping mechanisms New workers
experience a process of learning about how to best work with hostile and
unfriendly families and to cope with the reactions of people about child welfare
involvement In general, workers seemed to empathize with families and spent
time and energy attempting to engage with families They appeared to really
listen to the parents and attempt to make the interaction as positive as possible,
while acknowledging that the families do not want to be involved with child
welfare
World Turned Upside Down
People hold beliefs about what is right and how the world exists based on
their upbringing, experiences, and values These beliefs are deeply imbedded
and form the basis of how one sees the world Social workers are raised with
their unique understanding of the world, but are exposed to different beliefs and
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lifestyles through their schooling As workers enter into the field of child welfare,
they encounter challenges to their belief systems This section will discuss
challenges to worker's belief and value systems
Personal Beliefs
Each person is raised with a set of beliefs and values that forms the world
around them The beliefs come from the way each person was raised, their
experience of the world, and factors such as gender, class, ethnicity, ability and
orientation These beliefs are so ingrained that people believe them to be "truths"
of the world It is a shock to realize that these "truths" are only beliefs and are
not shared by all It creates an inner conflict and requires workers to re-form
their reality based on the challenges to their beliefs When workers start in the
field of child welfare, they are confronted by situations that do not conform to
their belief systems This worker discussed some beliefs and the values
attached to those beliefs
You know, you got to let go a lot of pre-conceptions and really flow
with what's going on Otherwise, you will be burned out and gone
in two years You know, in the training, we always got the picture
of the family with the messy home is not necessarily the ones who
require our assistance you know and just because someone hasn't
completed their high school education, it doesn't make them stupid
It doesn't make them unmvolved
The worker identified two aspects that are often value-laden and can lead
to assumptions a lack of education and a messy home A lack of education can
be interpreted as the person being lazy or unmotivated, a messy home is often
incorrectly linked to cleanliness New workers in the field may start with these
perceptions, but most recognize their personal values and the assumptions
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linked to those values This worker discussed the process of trying to recognize
a safety concern versus a value judgment
Other times, it's, you know, trying to compromise and, and
recognize that, is this purely about my values and I'm, and I'm
imposing an expectation for safety planning that's, you know, that is
about what I would like to see in a household, or what I would like
to see for the kids'? You know, like it's not the ideal, but there are
enough measures in place that it's a workable safety plan
The determination of whether the issue is a personal "truth" or a safety
concern is a difficult process and requires contemplation This worker reflected
on her struggle with a mom who was a functioning addict She also spoke about
her own inexperience with substance use issues and how the situation impacted
some of her "truths" and led to a questioning of her assessment
My mom who has had a drug addiction, I think if you're not really
familiar with the drug addiction or drugs in general you don't know
the impact it has on someone and how much it's impacting their
ability to care for the children And so you automatically think drugs
and you assume, I, I associate it with just negative, as a negative
thing and so I have a very hard time when you can see someone
who is a functional addict be able to care for their children and so at
those points is when you doubt, I, I found that I would doubt my
assessment because there are many people who are functional
alcoholics, who are functional drug addicts and not that that's okay
and it, obviously they need help but they are able to, if you were to
ask them to stop or take that away from them it may have more
severe reactions or withdrawals that would probably impact on
their care-giving So just having to become accustomed to that,
other people's lifestyles, that has often times made me doubt my
own assessment because I know that's not something I was
brought up with and I'm not, nothing that I would never have ever
exposed myself to do, so I don't know the impact of it
The process of re-examining "truths" can lead to doubt about other
aspects of life This worker spoke of the shattering of a belief he thought was a
"truth " He reflected on how his own path of privilege strengthened that belief
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[I] spent a lot of my years growing up thinking that if something
happened or didn't happen in your life, it was just purely about how
hard you worked for it and how hard you tried for it and if you didn't
then you needed to figure out how to, how to fix it and how to work
harder and, and it's not always as easy as that It's certainly easier
to have that approach when you have all these other things lined up
and, and your life is just filled with support and, and things sort of
seem to have a way of falling into place because you have so much
to draw upon, you know, but that's not the case with a lot of our
families
This worker continued and discussed the deep impact that the shattering of some
truths had on him personally
You know, because I've always known what the potential there was
to exist especially like in extreme cases or families being really, you
know, sort of dysfunctional, or children being really harmed to an
extreme You know, I've always known that that's existed but the
surprises more have come to me with when I was now, you know,
staring at it directly and not really having an idea how much that
would impact me
that where I went for, through a period of time I
was like, do I want to be bringing a child into the world, you know,
with things the way they are
Some new workers struggled with the concept of honesty They often
started their social work relationships with clients expecting honesty from the
family, despite the power differential This worker discussed her struggle to
determine the truth of a situation
Just I feel I'm learning a lot about myself in terms of just -1 tend to
believe whoever I'm talking to at that time So if I'm doing an
investigation I'm absolutely certain that person is being completely
honest but then I talk to this person the next day and they're - what
they say is - completely contradicts this person So that's kind of,
that I - that's been more of a struggle than I thought it would be I
very much want to believe what - what clients are telling me and
even when that contradicts And when that contradicts - there's what they're saying contradicts each other then I really struggle
with that So I guess what I'm learning is that I didn't think that that
piece would be so difficult
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New workers also strove to fit the realities of child welfare into their own
upbringing and belief systems They can also struggle when they become
involved with a child whose life will be very different from how they were raised
This worker discussed her interactions with a child who would spend her
childhood in foster care
[There] was one particular child that I worked with who was a
Crown ward and she was about six years old and had regular
access to her mom so she was a Crown ward with access and I
kind of struggled with that because she was living in a foster home
and was very young and but couldn't ever really go back to her
mom's house and it was just hard for me to understand what's that
like for a six year old child and when you see her she's very happy
and content but you, I don't know, I always struggle with what's
really going on with them deep down and if they really understood
what the situation was and why their lives are so different from
other kids
The process of working in child welfare challenged the belief systems of
many new workers They discovered that the truths they learned as a child were
merely beliefs which led to further questioning Workers undertook a process of
re-evaluating their personal beliefs and values through their experiences in child
welfare
Values
Social workers learn about inequity, advocacy, marginahzation, and power
differences in the course of their studies They develop values from their own
personal life that are influenced by their time in university and other professional
positions they may have held These values often speak of self-determination,
cooperation, and advocacy for those who do not have equal opportunities The
new workers discovered that their working environment did not always reflect
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those values This worker, who had previously worked in a counselling
environment, spoke of her struggle with parents' rights to self determination
That's my biggest struggle because coming from the counselling
world is tricky because I had this conversation with someone the
other day about how you know you believe in people's right to self
determination and in child protection, the right to self determination
is only - applied so far as if it isn't their child you know at risk
Another worker spoke of the adversarial nature that existed with
some of her family relationships
My relationship with clients [previously] has been a lot different than
my relationship with my clients is in this job And it just - it's really
difficult that sometimes I find myself stepping back and after having
a conversation with a client thinking to myself, know that
sometimes it's very adversarial And that's - 1 struggle with that
because that's not my idea of social work is as an adversarial being in an adversarial relationship with a client
She continued a few moments later
[Sometimes] I just need to step back and just kind of think about
when I - it's really key that I catch myself doing that That I catch
myself - that I have those thoughts like, "Oh this is kind of not jiving
with - with my values " And I try to step back and reflect on how I
can make it to work a little bit better
Another worker reflected on her struggle with a client who was differently
abled
And almost like, it's that because she is differently abled or has a
different understanding, a different, just at a different level, I guess,
developmentally, and because of that, that she can't have a child
These workers have all faced the dilemma of how to work within a system
that does not fully support their values Workers spoke about not only their
struggles with their own beliefs and values but also working within a system that
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was not seen as beneficial by the clients This worker discussed being assigned
cases where child welfare involvement would not make a positive change
But yeah I definitely you know, see myself getting frustrated with
certain things and I don't, I just wouldn't want to do it for a long term
how come this couldn't have been safety planned and first
response How come we have to do, you know, it just seems kind
of really intrusive for some situations I just feel really bad going
out and doing a complete investigation It's like mom has put in a
completely appropriate plan in my opinion,
The worker felt apologetic about conducting a full investigation
on a family who had an appropriate plan in place to prevent any further
incidents New workers also struggled with case direction at times,
especially when the priorities of supervisors, management, and other
departments clashed This worker spoke about a conflict in views
between departments and management levels within the agency on
how a specific case was handled She also discussed her feeling of
powerlessness
That are - it's kind of caused - not an ethical dilemma but like
everybody has got their different views on the file and how it should
have been handled and things like that And then you kind of think
like I really don't think that you know, it should have happened like
that or I don't agree with that because again it comes back to the
whole like personal values Like decisions are made sometimes
like, "Oh, my gosh I don't agree with that at all" And you have this
gut feeling like no, like I don't think this right but a lot of times you
got people above you saying this is the way it's going to be and a
lot of times your hands are tied and no - no wonder clients get
frustrated because they're feeling like you know they're powerless
And some other times we're feeling powerless so you can't even
imagine how they feel
New workers also gained an understanding of the systemic limitations and
obstacles that affected families seeking help from the social service system
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They spoke about feeling powerless to bring about systemic changes This
worker examined his feelings of frustration with the family court system and his
inability to assist families
So, i find that very frustrating in dealing with those cases because I
have a - 1 see myself saying it, and I say it, right, but I know what it
means to say it "Really you're not - nothing's happening for you
Nothing's going nowhere, but you go ahead and do this," right*?
You know, I had two cases where some of the experiences, right,
I said to mom, "You go ahead and address them out in court" I
find it frustrating that a solution that we have for families is not - 1
continue to give it and we continue to tell families to access it, but I
know it's not helpful for them at all, like, period
Workers struggled with values in child welfare, as values that they
personally held or have been taught are not always practiced in the field This
caused inner turmoil for the workers, which was an additional struggle for them
Reflections
This section of the thesis was very intimidating to write Not only was it
the largest section in the analysis, but it was filled with strong emotions that I
wanted to convey accurately The emotions were very complex and I hope to
have represented them well in the paper This section was also intimidating as it
helped me understand my own struggle as a new worker in the field and who I
am now
Although I grew up with a very strict set of beliefs and values and believed
that I knew what was right, when I started child welfare, I did not consider myself
naive and thought that I was fairly aware of other lifestyles I had worked with
teens that had lived on the streets and they had educated me on some of their
realities Yet now, when I look back on my earlier self, I do consider myself naive
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and unrealistic, I had no idea what I would learn in child welfare and how it would
change who I was One worker put it well when she talked about the "bubble
bursting" I do miss part of my old self s enthusiasm and belief in the good of all
people I have often wondered if my earlier self as I was when I started in child
welfare would like who I have become, however, I have also realized that the
change is permanent and cannot be reversed I have witnessed the same
transformation in a good friend although she has now left the child welfare field,
her vision and view of the world are informed by child welfare I do have a better
understanding of different beliefs and values, but the process of coming to this
understanding has been very unsettling I now admit that I do not know what is
right for anyone but me, which is a disconcerting thought
This section is one of the most unique pieces of this research as the
stories of the new workers have brought out some of the issues regarding
changing beliefs and values This chapter also openly discusses some of the
conflicts and struggles that occur when doing child welfare work, which is not
often formally acknowledged The process that new workers undergo is much
deeper than simply learning the processes of child welfare and involves the reevaluation of many belief and value systems The design of child welfare in
Ontario does not allow for differences in values and beliefs to be acknowledged
and accepted While there are systemic issues that contribute to the challenges,
I think that we need to acknowledge and discuss the struggles that the new
worker may be undergoing, without judgement This may assist in helping to
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normalize this process for new workers and to support them through the
changes
Discussion
Child welfare is an emotional job which affects the values and beliefs of
workers as they enter into the field This transition is very significant and
involves a re-examination of the belief and value systems by each worker,
however there is little if any research on this topic Freymond (2001) discussed
the different identities that workers assumed to assist with coping with the
dilemmas of child placement She also reflected on the acceptance of the
system by workers, although she understood the flaws
The resolution of conflicting values is a significant theme throughout this
chapter and is a necessary process for workers Each child welfare worker must
be confronted by situations that do not fit with his or her values and must
undergo a process of re-examination Through this process of change, most
workers experience personal growth (Vinzant, 1998, Tavormina, 2009) Vinzant
(1998) discussed the value conflicts in protective services, stating that in most
situations, a set of values would be violated This is true in the basics of child
welfare a family's right to privacy versus the investigation of child safety These
conflicts cannot be fully resolved in child welfare and are evaluated on a family
by family basis There is also evidence to suggest that people who share the
values of the organization are less likely to leave (Moynihan & Pandey, 2008)
While there are some common values in child welfare, often one value must
supersede the others
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Many of the workers interviewed discussed difficult situations where they
took positions that were in conflict with their preferred selves and were surprised
or upset by their own actions or words Their preferred self clashed with their
actualized self, creating discomfort and unsettledness Workers experienced this
struggle both on an individual client level and a systemic level Some new
workers entered the field of social work to help others and found themselves in a
role that required the enforcement of social norms They assume a role that
resembles policing more than helping, which led to conflict with their selves The
new workers in child welfare encountered conflict between their actualized selves
and their preferred selves throughout the job
The conflict between the preferred self and the actualized self is an
important struggle in child welfare workers that has not been often examined
This conflict, combined with the need for confidentiality in the job, can create
separate identities a professional identity and a personal identity It is plausible
that new workers would identify the professional identity as actualized and the
personal identity as preferred, but further research in this area is needed to
confirm this
The conflict between professional and personal identities may have a role
in the socialization of workers and may impact workers' personal relationships
When new workers start their child welfare positions, they do not always
experience support from their families and friends, who may not necessarily
understand the job As workers form new identities and new belief systems, this
can lead to a closer bond with colleagues who have been through this process
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and understand the struggles of the job This may also lead to a distancing from
the personal relationships that existed prior to the job I wonder about the
cumulative effect of the conflicts on workers over time and how the process of
the constant evolving self affects the worker's preferred self
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Chapter 6
What Makes the Job Worthwhile?
The work of child welfare is very challenging but there are rewards in the
job Developing a significant relationship with a family and observing a family's
journey to become stronger and cope without child welfare involvement are all
rewarding This section is unique as there were important differences in the
experiences of workers who carried only an intake caseload versus workers who
carried ongoing and generic caseloads These differences are noted throughout
the following chapter as meaningful relationships, family progress, and feelings of
appreciation by workers are discussed
Workers genuinely enjoyed spending time with their client families and
had a personal connection with them Much of the conversation around child
welfare referred to the people receiving services as clients, but the word "client"
was rarely used by workers, they referred to families instead This speaks to the
relationship that developed between family and worker
Workers spoke in admiration of the families that they worked with, for their
strength, their resilience, and their openness to share their stories with the
workers They expressed amazement at the love that their families displayed for
their children Workers admired the families' resilience and ability to persevere to
overcome the obstacles in their lives, and saw their role as providing resources
and assistance to families
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They're just wonderful people It's probably the most - 1 probably
met the most nicest people on this job Families, yeah There's a
lot of issues, a lot of drama But just - just such beautiful people,
you know, and it's just like, "Oh " It makes the job, just so, you
know, encouraging to, you know, and it makes - and that part of
the reason why I wake up and I just love it
Another new worker said
It, a lot of the clients have a lot of traits that I really admire and I
didn't necessarily expect that Just what they've gone through in
their own lives and how they're still functioning to some degree and,
you know, making it work to some, on some level
Workers had a strong and deep appreciation of the families that they
worked with, and genuinely enjoyed interacting and engaging with their families
Meaningful Relationships
When workers spoke of rewarding experiences, they often talked about
the meaningful relationships that they had developed with their families This
was especially true for ongoing and generic workers, intake workers did not
report the same positive relationships with parents, possibly as there was
insufficient time to develop the relationships in their role Ongoing and generic
workers enjoyed connecting and engaging with families and were happy to see
evidence of the parents' engagement with them Many times, the parents'
engagement with the worker was measured through increased openness about
their lives The workers interpreted this openness as indicating increased trust in
the relationship This worker discussed parents trusting her with information that
may be harmful to the child protection case
They learn to trust you as a worker and they're more open to
sharing information with you Information that you know,
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information that might not necessarily help them, as far as we're
concerned, but they're still more open to sharing with you
Workers valued the relationships that were developed with families and
viewed the development of a meaningful relationship as a success This worker
discussed the feelings around achieving a new level of openness with parents
And those are always great and then when you feel like you
actually have made a difference in you know, you go and you have
an awesome conversation with them where they really opened up
And in the past they haven't They just really opened up to you and
feel they trust you enough to tell you things that they might not have
told people before And that you feel that you've actually had the
time to sit down and maybe do actual social work with them
Workers also enjoyed working with families who were considered
challenging, some of the families faced a significant amount of obstacles, which
were often combined with personal issues This worker discussed her work with
a family who had a history of severe aggression and violence
And I love that family I really like the dad and I really like her and
you know, they want to try to make another go of it and I enjoy
spending time with both of them And I find that there's a lot of - like
I feel really positive about that I feel like there's a lot of really good
- again, maybe more clinical work and that you can still do with
them and I like that piece a lot
Another indicator for the workers that a meaningful relationship had been
formed was the parents' willingness to call the worker back after the child
protection file had closed Workers discussed situations when parents had called
them directly when they needed further assistance This worker described a
situation where the mother was initially unwilling to engage but contacted him
after the file was closed
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[The] mom actually called me, maybe 6 months later and she said
I think the hospital's going to call you cause we've disagreed on the
treatment plan and I think that they're mad at me I think that
they're going to call and I mean they didn't, but it was, it's kind of
nice that she, you know, trusts me enough where she, she kind of
turned to me
Ongoing and generic workers stated that the positive relationships they
were able to form with families were very rewarding They felt successful when
they were able to form an open, trusting, helping relationship with parents
Energized by Progress
When workers discussed the rewards in child welfare, they often spoke
about family progress They wanted to be helpful and make a positive difference,
and were motivated by the feelings of accomplishment and success when family
situations improved This worker discussed the motivation she received from
making a difference for families
I mean, even knowing that you've made a little bit of a difference is
good I mean, it feels good and it makes you want to wake up and
go to work So yeah, and I actually I do wake up and I like to go
work
Workers were encouraged and energized by their ability to assist families
in achieving little steps The little successes, like a parent returning a phone call
or a negative drug test, were moments that were celebrated and that motivated
workers to continue the job This was true for workers in all job types This
worker spoke about her excitement over a negative drug test
And the days where like you get good news Like I - whenever I
get negative drug tests back for parents like I swear sometimes I'm
more excited than they are Like I'm like, "Woo woo" like showing
everybody, "Look it's negative "
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Workers felt rewarded when they were able to help in changing a family
situation This intake worker discussed re-interviewing children who had initially
disclosed parent conflict in the home During the second interview, they
disclosed positive changes in the home environment
Cause you know I'll talk to them obviously first thing, and then a
couple of weeks later, after I've met with the parents and we've kind
of identified things that need to change and you go back in and
talk to the kids, and they say yeah mom and dad haven't been
yelling at each other as much, or they go for a walk after a fight
While intake workers saw more immediate change, ongoing and generic
workers were motivated by watching a family progress over time They observed
families becoming stronger and more resilient, and workers were encouraged by
the change and progress that some families were able to accomplish One
worker reflected on successful child protection cases
[The] families that, the success ones where you know that they are
in a better spot that they were before Again, not saying that I was
a major factor in that by any means but or even families that you
know, it looks terrible when the file opens and it's like, wow, this is a
complete mess but you see that they can move on, you see that
they're, they're resilient or that they have their own strengths that
they can pull through and continue on
The above worker continued and spoke about one of her families that had
extensive child welfare involvement She shared the process of reflecting on the
progress
[The] dad and I were able to kind of walk through our time together
and kind of look at where we were at the beginning and where,
where it come and you can talk about his previous involvements
with other workers and other times of openings and how that had
gone compared to this one and so yeah that's one that I think back
about
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Ongoing and generic workers have a longer term relationship with the
family, and with that come specific rewards While workers carrying ongoing
cases may be more frustrated at the lack of progress with some families, they are
also able to see families who do very well These workers felt encouraged about
closing an ongoing child protection file due to the progress that a family
accomplished This worker talked about the first time she was able to close an
ongoing file
[0]h, the first time I got to close a file was definitely rewarding
That was a nice feeling to be able again to tell the family, "We're
closing your file Because this is the progress you've made This is
how well you've done We do not have any more concerns " That
was great to be able to do that
The other aspect that applied more often to ongoing workers was the
reunification of a family Intake workers did not speak of returning a child home
during the interviews, but this theme arose with some of the ongoing workers
This worker discussed how she felt about returning a child to the mother
Last week, I finally for the first time got to tell a mom that the child
could come back home He was in a kin home so was not in care
I finally - that was the best feeling I've had probably since I started
Ongoing and generic workers view families over time and are able to see
more positive changes in families, whereas intake workers often had more
immediate gratification in seeing an individual issue in a family change quickly
Both types of workers found the positive steps that families made to be
energizing
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Appreciation
Workers valued feeling appreciated from clients and other people in the
agency, and the benefits that they received in their jobs They found
appreciation to be very encouraging Workers were motivated by families who
recognized the efforts that they spent advocating for or working with a family
This worker described a time when a family demonstrated their appreciation of
her with flowers
And I'm like- I was in [the children's] playroom and so I was like
'okay, I don't know what's going on' And they're like 'okay, come
upstairs' and I came up stairs and they gave me this bouquet of
flowers And I was like that's- yes, obviously I knew it was coming
from mom, but you know, the girls were just so excited because,
you know, they like talking with me and like you know, when they
were worried about something they could tell me and then- so, it
was it was really nice I get those little things which you know you
don't really, you know, think about it until it happened and how nice
that it is to hear that
Another worker spoke of appreciation and the gratification that she
received by assisting a family with a sponsorship
But, around Christmas time too, and it's happy like last year I
sponsored one of my families for the Christmas—something this
thing called the Christmas hamper- you know, they don't know I
was the - 1 was the one who donated the things but you know, and
then they talk about it or they mentioned to me, or see you know, a
child wearing a shirt or you know, mom - when we -1 was doing the
list for this year they were talking about what they liked about last
year, you know, just like, things like where you know, I can help and
they don't need to know where it's coming from, but you can make
a little bit of difference
Workers were also encouraged by positive feedback from their
supervisors They felt good when their supervisor recognized the work that they
had done on a child welfare case or complimented them on a well written
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assessment This worker reflected on the praise she received from her
supervisor
Feedback from supervisors There was one that I had open [at
intake] for I think like two and a half, three months, it was for mom's
mental health and it just kept going back and forth between
collaterals and having to go out and re-interview the kids and I was
presenting all the information to my supervisor and it sounded like
you did a really good job with this It's like, I like to think that I did
cause that case, yeah I did put a lot of work into it and it was good
to have that told back to me, so
Many workers felt appreciated in their jobs, but this was not universal
Some workers also spoke about the lack of appreciation that they felt
accompanied the work They were discouraged about the job and their
interactions with families This worker spoke about feeling unappreciated
[You] don't see a lot of appreciation you - there's - mostly you see
people who don't appreciate you Or who don't think that you're
doing enough - or who think that you don't need to be in their lives
or just like you know and that - and that's really, that's really
difficult when you're working so hard for something And you're
putting so much into something
Feeling unappreciated was not often overtly expressed but came through
clearly in a few interviews Workers were divided on their feelings of appreciation
from the agency and union, with most of the workers expressing that they felt
valued with flexible hours, a good pay cheque, and generous benefits This
worker spoke about a benefit of the job
I get paid very well, yeah and the benefits are great I've never had
such so -1 was saying to one of my friends, I've never had so much
money in my life (laughs) Yeah and it's been really nice to, be
able to pay off, like, well work towards paying off my student loans
a little bit faster, work towards paying off my vehicle a bit faster
That's very rewarding and that's very, it's a big incentive too to
come to work on a day to day basis
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It is important for workers to feel appreciated and often, the appreciation
that they feel, whether it is a thank you from a family, praise from a supervisor, or
material benefits, are all motivators to continue to work the field of child welfare
There are rewards to working in child welfare Workers have the
opportunity to witness the small steps in families that lead to long term changes
and the eventual closing of a child protection file Intake workers can see the
positive difference that they make in children's lives when families are open to
change Workers are generally compensated well for the work and many
workers feel appreciated by their agencies and families The rewards for child
protection workers may seem small in comparison to the challenges but are
significant motivators which assist workers in continuing the role of child
protection
Reflections
The people that I met and have worked with throughout the years are one
of the reasons that I have remained in child welfare As a front line worker, I had
the opportunity to meet and more fully understand the lives of some great and
strong people Their stories and how they have persevered are amazing
As I had previously stated, I started my career in child welfare as an intake
worker After one year, I switched positions and teams and became a
community-based generic worker who was based in a school As a worker
based out of an elementary school, I had the opportunity to watch children grow
up I was fortunate to be in one school for five years and developed good
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relationships with some of the children I had a unique opportunity to work
closely with them in resolving issues and was able to witness changes in their
lives I was also fortunate to have the ability to intervene in child protection
situations and develop relationships not only with the children but also their
parents and the school, which often acted as a support for children Some of
those children and families were very memorable and I wonder how they are
doing now Many of the youth have now become adults and are graduating from
high school
As an intake worker for that first year, I struggled with short term
relationships and the lack of evidence of positive changes with families I felt that
I was 'processing' families and not doing any meaningful work with them I was
surprised that my personal experience was echoed in the narratives of intake
workers, as I assumed it was relatively unique Now, knowing that my
experience was not unique, I wonder what aspects in child welfare help to
increase the rewards for intake workers and how they find satisfaction in the job
The rewards workers based on job function would be an interesting area for
further study as the rewards do appear to differ based on a worker's position
Discussion
This section of the research has created more questions about the new
worker experience for me The rewards chapter is one of the shorter sections in
the paper, which was initially disappointing, however, the study is in the context
of new workers and it is likely that some of the workers interviewed were in the
process of deciding to leave the field
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An area of concern that arose was the difference in rewarding experiences
based on job function In general, the ongoing and generic workers interviewed
expenenced a greater variety of rewards than the intake workers The intake
workers' rewards centered on immediate progress of families and the
appreciation they received from those around them This raises the question of
how intake workers may view rewards differently and what continues to motivate
them when they do not see progress or receive appreciation This finding is
somewhat unusual, as Harvey et al (2003) studied job satisfaction in Ontario
child welfare and found that approximately 10% more intake workers reported
being highly satisfied than did ongoing/family service workers It is possible that
the fewer rewarding experiences in intake are more meaningful, or that new
workers experience rewards differently than more experienced workers, there are
implications for further research
The findings of this paper are similar to previous literature on rewards and
job satisfaction in child welfare A worker's personal mission and professional
commitment were found to be significantly related to job satisfaction (Rycraft
1994) and the strongest factor related to retention (Ellett, Ellett, & Rugutt, 2003)
However, Smith (2005) found that intrinsic job value was a motivator but was not
associated with retention Wagner, van Reyk, and Spence (2001) found that
receiving positive feedback from clients and achieving good outcomes for clients
were driving forces in a worker's satisfaction Rewards in child welfare are few
but meaningful and it is important to understand the experiences which continue
to motivate new child welfare workers
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Chapter 7
The Job is Overwhelming
Throughout the new worker stones, there is one word which is consistently
used to describe the experience of being a new worker a powerful word,
describing a state of mind The word used is 'overwhelming' Virtually every
worker interviewed used this word as a description of their child welfare
experience New workers described being overwhelmed by both the physical
and the emotional aspects of the job This chapter will discuss some of the
difficulties in child welfare, including unrealistic workloads and the struggle to
separate the professional and the personal
High Workload
One of the overwhelming aspects of child welfare is the amount of
information that new workers receive and need to retain This worker discussed
choices in child welfare and the amount of information that assailed her
There's so much to do There are so - the spectrum of choice in
child welfare is just a ways that you can achieve or attempt to
achieve support is mind-boggling at times, you know? The stuff
that we do in the office, the way that we do things in the office, the
community collaterals, connecting with the community collateral,
learning who the community collaterals are, connecting the families
to them, speaking to doctors, speaking to schools, speaking to
relatives You know, you run the gamut It's what I found so far is
a lot of it is information gathering and that's the overwhelming piece
in the beginning, is that there is so much information coming at you
at once
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The experience of being overwhelmed did not necessarily occur at the
start of the job Some workers spoke of a good initial balance between case
assignments and training, and became overwhelmed as their caseloads
increased One worker discussed his experience of being overwhelmed He had
been in child welfare close to one year at the time of the interview
And I still don't know a lot of things Like, there's still tons to know,
like, I'm coming to my first year [shortly] and I still don't know even
half of it - half of anything You know, it's so much At first I was
overwhelmed, like I was - 1 was overwhelmed, like I thought like I
had to know this all at once And first I thought how am I going to
do this'? How am I going to do this*? And I hear other workers
have, you know, 18 cases, 20 cases and I'm like, "Oh my God "
(laughs) and also because [agency] doesn't have a cap on their
cases, so I mean hopefully it will change So that still to this day
I'm kind of nervous, like I'm kind of like, "How am I going to do
this?"
Workload
When the workers discussed the topic of workload, their stories were filled
with emotion New workers expressed frustration about the lack of time to work
with families in a meaningful way and showed despair and resignation about the
amount of work that came with the job Workload arose as a discussion topic in
all of the interviews, and one of the few universal themes Frustration was also
clear as workers wanted the best outcomes for their families but often
experienced difficulties along the way
The workload for child protection workers was seen as unmanageable,
with little hope of being able to catch up Workers appeared to feel constant
pressure from unmet deadlines and incomplete tasks They also appeared to be
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in various stages of resignation to, and acceptance of, the never-ending
workload This worker explained her workload situation
I could work everyday from 8 30 in the morning until 10 o'clock at
night and still have things that need to be done It never stops
everyday You know, you get three things done but five things then
become something you need to address
The pressure to complete all the tasks required in the job was
overwhelming and was exacerbated as the workers were new to the role and
often had no previous social work employment This appeared to be debilitating
for some workers One new worker expressed how she felt she could not
continue to do the job
(Sighs) Well, there've been times that there's just so much going on
that I just really think I can't do this for a second more, like there's
no way I can do this, and just feeling just very, very overwhelmed
And that's happened - like sometimes it happens, you know, you
have days when you're feeling really like - like about you're not
getting everything done that you want to be get done I had two
cases and they both were in crisis and it just -1 couldn't - 1 felt like I
could not manage I did not - 1 didn't know what to prioritize and it
was really - that was really stressful for me And then I also have
another - a whole list of to-dos that I - that I can't even look at
The workload pressures that workers experienced were not constant
New workers stated that they were busy in cycles and often, when one crisis
happened on their caseloads, a few more happened shortly afterwards Workers
were unable to manage the additional work created by the crises One worker
explained the cycle
Yeah, it's tough Just, I mean you get, you get caught up I
wouldn't say that you get ahead of yourself You get close to being
caught up And then, you know, all hell kind of breaks loose on one
file or another and you're right back where you started in a few
days But that's just par for the course, that's part of the job
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Another worker stated
But all of a sudden you know you could have three of your files all
blowing up at once You may have to go apprehend and then that
takes over - like that's your main priority so you may have to cancel
your home visit with you family or -you know they - it just doesn't
take into account a lot of things that just pop up then or all of a
sudden you know, got to court then you have an affidavit due
or and again it - it's you know, even like in the winter like with
the weather, there are some days where the agency's closed
It was evident in the interviews that the workers accepted the impossibility
of the workload New workers were aware that they could not catch up on the
work and spoke about doing the best they could and taking each day as it came
This worker explained how she had come to accept the overwhelming amount of
work
You make a list and things with more priority always pop up You're
only one person and you can only do as much as you can do in a
day, you got to make your best effort Make the best time
management that you can and then just realize that that's all you
can do Because if not, this job would consume you and you will
not just not be able to even handle it and that's that's probably a
part of why there is such a big turnover because there's so much
demand and it's such a stressful job and you have to do so many
things and I don't maybe some people can't disassociate like, you
know have to from want to like—yeah sure I want to get
everything done, I want to, you know, call my clients every week
and check in on them and I want to write every letter that they ask
me to write but I just can't I can't do it that's only been really
recently that I've just at 4 30 I give up I go home
The amount of work to be completed was a constant pressure for workers
and led to feelings of helplessness, despair, and finally resignation and
acceptance that the work was unmanageable New workers spoke of support
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from more experienced colleagues who helped them to understand that being
overwhelmed with work was not a personal failing but a system weakness
Recording
One of the other aspects of being overwhelmed was the amount of
administrative paperwork that needed to be completed by the new workers
From my experience in child welfare, every conversation, phone call, or contact
around a case file must be documented In addition to that documentation, there
are forms which must be filled out periodically, which workers often call
"recording " With files that are involved in a family court proceeding, affidavits
and plans of care must be written regularly These administrative tasks all have
deadlines that must be met by child protection workers The new workers found
that attempting to work with families in a meaningful way, combined with the
paperwork deadlines, was overwhelming This worker spoke about the need to
document all contact about a case
[Having] to, kind of, deal with policies, procedures, limits,
paperwork is like unbelievable It's like, you know, case notes, like,
you have to, like case note every single thing And it's just - it
becomes like, tedious and, you know, to - j u s t very, long and, you
know, boring and tiring and also, you know, learning all of the, all of
the standards, right? All of the standards and the tools and the
child welfare laws, too, like it's so much It's just so much
Another worker spoke about her view that the workload issue was
unchanging and may be the reason that she would leave child welfare
I have said before, like I have had the thought before that I think if
anything that would drive me away in the future from this job but, I
don't know for sure but I think, I don't think that it would be that I
would be, necessarily the emotional stress, I think it would be more
the stress of the workload that would, would deter me before that
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Because you could work out those things, those other things, but I
think the workload is more stressful, for me personally, than, 'cause
I deal with the other things my own way, and I work them out, but
those other things are things you can't avoid You can work
through things and, but the workload is always going to be there
regardless, you know
New workers found the court proceedings to be intimidating and
overwhelming, as many of the workers did not have previous court involvement
They needed to prepare affidavits and legal plans of care for files that were
involved in the court system, which added to the amount of documentation that
they were required to complete Some workers struggled to understand the court
proceedings This worker spoke of not understanding the outcome of one of her
own files
And I remember what it was like- it was--1 don't know how long
I've been working for, maybe six months, six months or so and my
super -1 had gone to court and I had a con - 1 had supervision
after my supervisor asked like- so what happened, you know, what
was the outcome in court and I'm like, I don't know, he's like,
"what?" I am like we signed this settlement, what did they say -1
don't know I was like so overwhelmed and I didn't know I was so
angry, like "why don't I know this?"
Some workers also struggled with the decisions that were made in court
by the judges At times, despite the evidence and documents that were put
before the court, the judge did not rule in favour of the Children's Aid Society
This worker spoke about a situation where the judge ruled against an infant
apprehension
The court upholds the Child and Family Services Act But
sometimes they're a bit obtuse as to how and when they decided to
do it So, we may feel like we are following the letter of the law
And I mean, I've been chewed out a number of times in court, when
I did exactly what was being expected of me You know, I've gone
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into courtrooms with mountains and mountains of evidence
supporting my claims and still been blasted for things completely
out of my control
Workers were often confused by the court process, with judges who
interpreted the Child and Family Services Act differently than their lawyers One
worker joked that she should have obtained a law degree before working in child
welfare as so many of her cases were court-involved Court is just one more
learning experience for new workers
Standards
Another area of frustration for new workers was the attempt to meet
Ministry standards and the inflexibility of those standards The Ontario Ministry
of Children and Youth Services has set child protection standards which must be
followed throughout the life of a case Twelve general standards govern specific
points in time in a case and detail timelines, expectations, and procedures to be
followed (Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services, 2007) Under the
general standards, there are 128 sub-standards This worker reflected on a
standard that requires that case notes be completed within 24 hours and the
impact on his home life
I don't like the fact that sometimes my day doesn't end once I've left
the office right? So, even if I had an appointment So, that 24
hours I need to complete my documentation even - you know you
can't really, somehow, and then I'm going home and doing some
paperwork right? Or, tomorrow I'm doing that paperwork but I also
know I'm doing visits tomorrow, right?
So, I had to also get a little feeling of hating it Absolutely hating
coming home and doing case notes because, with me, I have small
children at home and no work begins until they're in bed, right?
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Workers stated that the standards were unrealistic and did not seem to
take into consideration the crisis nature of the job This worker spoke about the
idealistic timelines in the standards which do not work in the actual job of child
welfare
Like there are certain standards that you're like, "Are you
kidding?" - like they expect me to do that in this amount of
time If in a perfect world, you're right it would work but in our
job it - nothing's perfect and it's very unpredictable So you
would think that it would kind of - the Ministry standards would
sort of adapt to the unpredictability of the job
There are also situations where standards and funding do not match One
of those situations is kinship care, where family members are encouraged to take
children who would otherwise be in the care of Children's Aid The funding to
assist extended family members to care for a child is limited This worker spoke
about a situation where a kin placement was in the process of falling through due
to job loss
[We] had kinship services set up and those kin situations after
being made a part of the plan, and having you know, their niece or
grandson in their care, having jobs suddenly lost after that, and
they're so appropriate, and so supportive in terms of just coming
together as family and wanting to be there for this child There's
only so much that we're mandated to give them and it's, it's hard
Like I, you know, I feel their pain and I see like, how loving and
supportive this family is but the reality is just how much they're
being affected by these unexpected financial situations and, and
what started out as a really good plan or a really good family plan
has quickly fallen apart because they just don't have the financial
situation to do it well
Workers became frustrated with the Ministry standards, which they viewed
as unrealistic and not necessarily supported financially Workers also felt that
the standards did not accommodate the unpredictable nature of the job
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All of these aspects, from recording to court work to standards, increased
the workload issue Each item has individual timelines which must be
coordinated, presenting a formidable challenge for any new worker
Caseload Size
The previous issues lead to challenges in working clinically with families
In the interviews, many new workers attributed part of this struggle to high
caseload numbers, with too many families receiving service from the same
worker They experienced a significant amount of frustration due to the
overburdened caseloads This new worker spoke of her experience
My highest [number of cases] has been 28 so far, and that was just
a couple of weeks ago I mean a lot, four or five had to be closed,
they were just sitting there, but it's still just a matter of seeing that
number and it's like when do I have time to actually close them?
So, that was learning, you know and I'm still learning how to time
manage myself with the cases
The need for time management skills was discussed in some of the
interviews New workers seemed to view the lack of completed work as a
personal failing, not necessanly a systemic issue Other workers spoke about
caseload sizes, with the common concern that they were too large and not
manageable Workers suggested that they could be more effective in assisting
families with resources and supports if they were able to spend more time on
their situations This worker discussed her feelings about the effects of large
caseloads
I guess sometimes caseload is discouraging Because the reality is
that our caseloads are so high, it's really keeping a lot of us from
doing that sort of intense family work, support, strengths-based
stuff that we want to do and sometimes I feel like I could have spent
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an extra hour with this family and could have achieved something a
little bit different or could have made an extra phone call or could
have spent an extra hour researching whatever else was available
that they could have benefited from So that's sometimes
discouraging
New workers spoke about the need to reduce caseload sizes to better
assist all the families and children and provide more supportive services Some
workers were resigned to the high caseloads, speaking of the historical high
number of cases carried by workers Other workers spoke of the benefits of
lower case sizes
So that's the only thing I think for me, and I think just overall I think
in itself that it would be very nice if you know not getting as many
files and being able to actually do more productive work with
families I think would actually increase workers' happiness at work
and I think it would make them want to stay in the job because you
feel like you are actually making a difference
The workers interviewed were frustrated at their lack of ability to intervene
clinically and assist families in a more supportive manner Many new workers
saw this as a function of the high numbers of cases that they carried, which
increased their feelings of pointlessness and being overwhelmed
One of the results of the high caseloads was that there was a struggle to
do clinical work in child welfare Workers frequently stated that they enjoyed
working with families and wanted to meet more often than required, seek
appropriate resources, and advocate for clients when needed The workers
spoke of having inadequate time to devote to families and work with them in the
best way possible They often termed the clinical work they wanted to do as
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"social work" This worker spoke about the difficulty of doing social work in an
intake setting
I think you can do social work in a lot of the cases but in a lot of
them you're not really doing a whole lot of social work and
considering the fast pace of intake you don't always have the time
to spend as much time with families as you would want to
Workers wanted to work with families in a more clinical way, but attributed
the inability to do this to a lack of time The workers interviewed often spoke of a
desire to meet families on a more regular basis and spend more time with them
When workers were unable to spend the additional time with their families that
they felt was necessary, they expressed dissatisfaction This worker spoke about
how she could not be the social worker that she wanted to be in the protection

[It's] kind of difficult because and that's like I talk - I talked earlier
about having my struggle like struggle with my social work values
and - and - and how it's just not possible to do that - to do all the
things that I want to do with a family and to be the social worker
that I want to be (laughs) in this situation
New workers sought ways of incorporating clinical work into their
interactions with families Some workers prioritized the families who they thought
could most benefit and devoted extra time to those families Other workers found
unique ways of incorporating the clinical aspects into most of their family work
This worker described how she connected with families in a meaningful way that
did not require much time
Like I sometimes just call my clients just to say how are things
going or happy birthday or you know I remember that so and so
started soccer today like how did that go? And they really
appreciate that because you know if you're not just calling them
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okay we need to schedule our next home visit Not really having
that interaction for the sake of just interacting and not there being a
purpose
Workers also struggled with understanding the history of a file Workers
wanted to be aware of the family's history, as it was often seen a predictor of
future behaviour This new worker described the difficulty of understanding
family history where there was extensive involvement
I have to think again it really just goes down to time because - you
know, I would love to just be able to sit there read the whole file and
make notes on it but there is - some files when you get them
especially an ongoing and if you're transferring from another worker
they've been open for years or they have years and years of history
and there's no way that you'll ever be able to sit down and, you
know, go through that all And that history is a very important
because it's a predictor of what's going to happen in the future Not
all the times but, you know, for the most part You know you can
look back to see how they've handled certain situations or what
other things have been and it's and I find that it's not allowing me to
be as effective as maybe I could be in dealing with specific crisis
that come up if I'd be able to sit down and read the, you know, two
humungous filing cabinet drawers of history
New workers wanted to work with families in a meaningful, clinical way, by
spending time developing relationships with families to assist them in the best
way possible They found themselves constrained by time and expressed
frustration that they could not be the social worker that they strove to be
Effective Intervention
Workers spoke about their frustration at their lack of ability to effectively
intervene with families The social workers wanted to be useful to and supportive
of families but a variety of barriers prevented this One of the obstacles was
family functioning problems that were deeply entrenched into families, sometimes
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intergenerational, which required a more in depth intervention to change the
patterns This worker discussed families that had multiple child welfare case
openings
A lot of families are repeat families Families you're seeing again
and so sometimes they either have a sense of the system or they're
- the structural issues within the family you can't really address,
alright-?
Some new workers also spoke about the inability of families to move
forward and make changes that would be beneficial to their children This worker
spoke about his attempts to help the parents succeed in a family situation where
a child had been taken into care
So you offer them alcohol and drug counselling You offer them
parenting programs You meet with them, you make sure that they
get their resources You try to keep them off the drugs, you see if
you can get him a job They can do it and sometimes they can't
This family they didn't They disappeared I haven't heard from
them since I tried to stay in contact with them I tried to offer them
support services, nothing They are right back where they came
from
Another worker said
I guess the situations where you work with, or a family's been
working with us for forever and ever and ever and like it's really
hard to see the, there's no improvements being made Or,
everything's just kind of, they're getting by but it, there's so many
factors that stop them from really progressing, you know what I
mean? That's discouraging, but I mean you can only do what you
can do, right?
The workers were invested in helping their families succeed and parent to
the best of their abilities They experienced frustration at the lack of progress
and felt ineffective in enacting positive change While the lack of success of
some parents can be related to family factors, there was also a sense that the
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system was flawed and too restrictive Some workers experienced significant
frustration at their lack of ability to help families who did not fall directly under the
child welfare mandate This worker explained
I've just had yeah, one case in particular that I found frustrating in
terms of, I felt that there was more that we should have been able
to do but apparently we weren't able to do more than that I kind of
keep going back to it and trying to think of different ways that it
could have been handled and again everyone has different
opinions [the supervisor] explained it to me and we walked
through everything and, and the decisions we were making, they
sounded, they made a lot of sense and I'd sit with the mom and
she'd be like, but what about this, this and this and what am I
supposed to do about this and how do I go about this and then I'm
like, oh I can see that too and then I was just, I just felt kind of stuck
with that one and like, in terms of I can understand both and you
want to do more but there's limitations
Another worker spoke of a situation where a mother faced significant
challenges and disadvantages and was asking for assistance, recognizing that
she could not manage The worker had received direction that there were no
current child protection concerns and that the file should be closed She
discussed her feelings about the case
So, I'm thinking, you know, we're kind of setting her up to kind of
leave again That's my own thing 'cause clearly Mom is saying "I
don't have anyone You know, I want - 1 can't afford - like, I'm very
tight on, like, money and I'm stressed," and we can't even do much
And that's the thing so, you know, and we can't - 1 can't do much
for her So I feel helpless, like I can't do anything And I feel even sometimes I feel, in a way, stupid because I'd like open the like we've opened this, like, case and we're not even, you know,
doing anything
New workers felt that they were not successful in assisting family
situations for a variety of reasons, from family functioning issues that were
overwhelmingly large to parents' abilities and system issues Despite the many
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reasons for the lack of change, the workers felt that they were not being helpful
or making a difference For some workers, making a difference was their reason
for choosing social work
Workers Take the Job Home with Them
In the new worker training, workers tram for two days on wellness and
self-care issues in child welfare One of the areas in the curriculum discusses
establishing professional and personal life boundaries to assist in maintaining
wellness (Ontario Association of Children's Aid Societies, 2010) One of the
variables in child welfare is the flexibility of hours, which can confuse home and
work boundaries New workers often disliked working outside of scheduled
hours
The workers interviewed felt that there was an expectation of evening
work in the job, both in crisis situations and in the regular duties of the job, and
discussed how those expectations affect their personal lives They often
resented the need to work evenings and the impact of the late nights This
worker spoke about being called for a crisis just before the agency closed for the
day
And that's just very unfair, 'cause I don't see how you can do your
job in a social work - productive way Because you're tired, you
are tired You've worked, you know, eleven hours, twelve hours,
whatever How are you going to do your job in a social work, you
know, way, like it's just - they think that you're, like, a robot and,
you know? So, sometimes it's just a lot to deal with
Some new workers also juggled their work and family responsibilities
which, at times, came into conflict This worker spoke about the expectation to
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respond to a crisis while she had personal family obligations She was
responsible for picking up her children that day
Yeah, then one day, the call comes in at 4 o'clock and I said to [my
supervisor] like I'm stuck Like, I have to pick up my kids by 6
Like, I don't have any options
Workers also spoke about the expectation that workers would be available
in the evenings in non-crisis situations New workers often did not agree with the
expectation and found that it affected their work and life balance This worker
discussed how the evening work affected her wellness
[There's] this expectation of - if you can't get in touch with the
family because you - something else is up, then go in the evening
and get in touch with them Well really, I need my evenings to
myself, I'll be honest If there's a crisis and a situation where I need
to address it, that's fine, but I don't want to start taking away my
evenings and putting in the overtime like, "Oh don't worry, you have
overtime " I was like, "But that's my time for self-care and wellness
and rejuvenation " So, there's this unspoken belief that there's that
Some workers appeared to more easily accept the necessity of evening
work This new worker spoke about the sacrifices and rewards of the extra hours
required in the job
You have to let go of being a bit selfish sometimes because you're
not working a 9 to 5, that is the sad part You try to, but boy, you
find yourself into trouble in a hurry So, you've got to be able to
say, I work in this industry, and my families don't They don't
conform to me I have to conform to them some So, you conform
to them all the time, you'll go crazy But, conform to a bit You got
to change your schedule You got to meet in the evening
sometimes and that means giving up the warm dinner or that
means giving up whatever activity you have planned Sometimes
you got to do stuff on the weekends, but that kid gets to see the
mother that weekend
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The workers expressed that there were personal sacrifices that came with
the role of child protection worker, one of them being a predictable schedule
With this unpredictability, workers gave up personal and evening time for
themselves and their own families Workers often felt that the job demanded too
much from them personally
New workers took work home with them, both physically and mentally
Some workers discussed the need to reduce the amount of time that they worked
at home in the evenings and weekends This worker reflected on her struggle to
stop checking voice mails and emails at home
I'm just trying and kind of get into the habit of breaking off from
work once I leave and just not thinking about it on the weekend
I'm really getting a lot better at not checking my voice mail or my
emails while I'm - when I'm at home I used to be horrible when I there was a time that I just felt that was the way to manage my time
at home I'll get on top of things I realize that as soon as I do that
it just ruins the rest of my night because I'll just think about okay,
here's what I need to do about that tomorrow
Other workers were preoccupied by difficult cases at work that affected
them emotionally Many workers thought about the amount of work that they
needed to complete and found that this was a source of stress This worker
discussed taking the work home mentally
I'm not going to lie It, it's really hard just because I can leave my
work home, leave my work at work for the most part but, you know,
especially I find at night, when I am going to bed, I'm thinking of all
the things that I have to do that I'm late on and that, so every once
in a while during the day I'll think about it, my stomach will drop a
little bit and I will realize how many things I'm behind on and how
many things I need to get done
Another worker explained
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[You] go home everyday and think, I hope, I hope I made the right
decisions, or I hope everything's fine, like you cannot help but let
that pass through your mind at least once Not every day, but I
mean it does, I mean it happens right? So, just having that in the
back of your mind, or, having in the back of your mind that you
have all these court papers to write or, you know make sure you
get all your visits done in one month, and stuff, like it gets
overwhelming
The workers interviewed had developed various strategies to separate
their home life from their work life They found the time that they spent with
friends and family to be supportive and engaged in other self care activities, such
as exercising and taking holidays One worker said that while her family was
supportive, she didn't discuss work with them to preserve the separation
Like [my family] always ask me how work is going and stuff like
that, but, at the, in the same token I don't really go home and talk
about work and that's for my own personal reasons because I, I
don't want to go home and talk about work When I leave work I
just want to leave it at work
Many workers discussed the importance of friends both at the office and
outside of work, in their extended support system This worker spoke about her
friends' flexibility and understanding regarding her job
[My] family are supportive, my friends, they know like —"I worked
really late today, so I'm sorry I can't - 1 can't do anything, you know,
we'll do something later," and they're like "yeah, we understand
This is your job," you know Yeah, so that's - that's supportive
New workers also spoke about exercising and taking fitness classes,
which helped with their self-care This worker spoke about her self-care activities
and the importance of taking time away from the job
I have self-care I take - you know, I take yoga I have a trainer at
the gym I just started out for the past like three months and it helps
me It makes me feel better I took a holiday I was here for seven
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months and my supervisor said you need to take a holiday and I
said, "Why?" And she's like, "You need to take it" I didn't realize
that you really do need to take it
Workers also appreciated when supervisors promoted boundaries
between the workers' personal and work lives This new worker discussed her
manager's emphasis on work and life balance
I guess, like I said before my manager My manager is a big
believer in time off, and you know like at 4, try to be done at 4 30 or
you know, try, she wants you to get your time away from here and
she's really big on that So, I find that, that good It's a good
perspective to have and it's a good perspective to get from your
manager that, you know, she doesn't want you to be a workaholic
or cause I don't find that to be the case either with all, necessarily
with all managers
As the worker above stated, not all managers or supervisors promoted this
work-life balance Approximately one third of the workers who discussed worklife balance felt that their supervisors were not supportive One worker reflected
on her experience with her supervisor
I don't know if just because [she] hasn't been in that situation so
she doesn't really understand or I just feel like there is this
expectation Yeah, then one day, the call comes in at 4 o'clock and
I said to her like I'm stuck Like, I have to pick up my kids by 6 if
I'm saying, "I'll stay till 5 30," and I will work my extra hour and I'll
do, you know, whatever you want me to do the next day but I
have—I feel like I need to set limits and I don't feel like they're
always accommodating with the limits
Supervisors are an important part of the new worker experience They
can promote work and life balance and boundaries or emphasize the job The
boundaries between the work life and the personal life affect the retention of
staff, which can be seen in Chapter 9
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The job of a child welfare worker is difficult due to many factors, including
the responsibility inherent in the job, the workload demands, involuntary families,
and the difficulty in separating workers' personal and professional lives In
addition to these pressures, new workers are also learning about the job and
about themselves The workers interviewed had developed strategies to cope
with the pressure of their jobs, which will be examined in the next chapter
Reflections
My experience differs from many of the new workers interviewed in
significant aspects, such as workload, recording, and Ministry standards
However, I was also a new worker in a different area of child welfare, when
ORAM was just beginning There were Ministry standards, but they do not
compare to the current standards, which have 128 sub-standards throughout the
life of a child protection case The recording standards were also very different
As a new worker, I recorded simply because it was expected and it was the only
way to close a case Most of my recordings were four to five lines per section,
which was not very helpful for workers who may have assumed the case after I
had investigated Now, I want my workers' recordings to reflect the clinical work
that they have conducted with a family, which has lead to increased time
dedicated to writing
When workers discuss being overwhelmed, there are many factors that
contribute, including burnout of others, crisis-driven work, administrative tasks,
caseload size and the feeling of not being able to clinically intervene with
families Increasingly high standards, higher levels of accountability, and
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ineffective funding all contribute to the workers' feelings of being overwhelmed
They are asked to learn the job, keep current in a variety of topics, and intervene
in families to prevent maltreatment, all the while ensuring that they meet Ministry
standards, are documenting all aspects of the work, and are keeping up with the
new files that they are being assigned The demands for new workers are
perceived as impossible
As a supervisor, I am aware that I am part of the problem I assign cases
to workers even though I know that they are busy I ask them to attend training
and continue to learn, even though they are preoccupied by their caseload
Once a week at team meetings, I emphasize clinical work and at the other
meeting I emphasize compliance to documentation standards My direction to
workers is not consistent from month to month or even day to day
Yet the problem also goes beyond me In the supervisor focus group,
which will be further discussed in Chapter 10, there were some good ideas put
forward about how the new worker experience could be improved, from meetings
to increased clinical supervisions Almost every time an idea was discussed, at
least one person stated that they had attempted the idea but something had
occurred, such as a crisis on a caseload, a new agency direction, or a renewed
focus elsewhere It is difficult to remain focused in child welfare
Discussion
There is a general acceptance in the literature that the job of the child
welfare worker is difficult Vinzant (1998) makes this statement about child and
adult protective workers
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It can be argued that these workers have some of the toughest jobs
in government Not only do they confront a staggering amount of
human suffering and pain, they are too often overworked,
underpaid and publically vilified as uncaring and incompetent Even
tougher, however, are the expectations and demands placed on
these workers (p 347-348)
While not all of those aspects may apply to child welfare in Ontario, the
statement echoes the administrative stress that the new workers felt in the job
Workers cannot manage to do good clinical work that will significantly
improve the lives of families while meeting documentation and compliance
standards The difficulties that new workers experience are compounded by their
lack of knowledge and experience in the system They are often still
encountering situations for the first time and have not built a repertoire of
responses, interventions or actions Additionally, many of the new workers are
still completing the formal new worker training
The expectation that work will be completed in a clinically sound manner
with all compliance standards met creates pressure for new workers The new
workers attempt to meet the unrealistic tasks not always realizing that they are
actually unrealistic This can create feelings of frustration, incompetence and a
desire to leave the field Often, the workers were on probation in their jobs,
which likely adds an additional layer of pressure, however this was not
specifically raised by the new workers
The new workers interviewed did take the job home with them, whether it
was questioning a decision made or the constant pressure of an unfinished task
list Many of the workers had strong self care skills and attempted to separate
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their home and work lives, however it was striking that approximately one third of
supervisors were seen as not supporting a healthy work and life balance New
workers, due to the extensive learning that occurs, need firm boundaries to be
reinforced between work and home life They spend a significant amount of time
mentally attempting to learn the job and process events, and need time to reflect
and absorb the learning in a healthy way
The workload and administrative demands are overwhelming for new
workers, and are compounded by their inexperience and the formal new worker
training series Careful consideration needs to occur with respect to the
workload of new workers
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Chapter 8
The Importance of Colleagues and Supervisors
Colleagues and supervisors are an integral part of the child welfare job
Workers rely on their colleagues both while learning the job and afterwards
Supervisors also have an important role and can either assist with the job or
complicate it further This chapter will discuss the importance of colleagues and
supervisors
New workers had the experience of seeing colleagues who could not longer
manage the stress of the job The workers who were interviewed were aware of
burnout and had seen others who had exhibited signs of burnout They were
empathetic to workers who appeared cynical and had an understanding of how
this could occur
Well, yeah I mean, I don't, I actually don't have bad experience with
a lot of workers here being [cynical] but there are definitely some
And I mean, in some ways I understand, you see, you know year
after year, children being abused and neglected I can understand
how that might wear on you and make you doubt people's
potential for change
Colleagues who could no longer manage the stress of the job often left the
agency on medical leave This led to workers questioning their own abilities to
avoid burnout One worker discussed colleagues on leave and her thoughts on
how it occurred
It's discouraging when you hear people going on stress or sick
leave and stuff like that, 'cause it happens a lot You just always
wonder if you are going to be able to do this for a long time We
just kind of hear about it after the fact, like, well they're not here,
and it's like well, that was all of a sudden kind of thing I think it just
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kind of built and built and built and then all of a sudden, it's like you
can't take it anymore I think that's what happens I don't know
because I'm not them, but I guess, they probably try and deal with it
as much as they can until it's not manageable anymore
Another worker reflected on her experience of burnout with colleagues on
her team
So sometimes things go good for a while but then you know things
start to happen and then all at once Like when it happens with one
family then it's the next family and it- and it - when it all happens at
once if you were have that many files I don't know how people
would deal with that And some haven't as you can tell from stress
leaves and things like that me personally it has been fine so far
but you know that could be me soon enough and it was people on
my team for the longest time
The workers had often closely witnessed other workers experiencing
burnout, as it had occurred on their teams or in their departments New workers
understood that burnout can occur with anyone and that they were also
vulnerable This worker expressed a fear that burnout was inevitable in child
welfare
Not a great feeling to observe that and think, "Oh my God is that
going to be me in, like, you know two years, five years'? How long
would it take me to get to that stage?" You know because I just feel
it would be almost inevitable
The new workers expressed a strong desire to avoid the burnout that they
had witnessed from colleagues and were vigilant in watching for signs of
personal burnout Workers appeared to be proactive, monitoring themselves for
indicators of burnout and cynicism
But, no I'm, I don't think that, I don't think that I'll become cynical, I
don't, it's possible but I hope not I'll, I'm going to keep a watch for
it anyway, like I'll, you know, if I feel like I'm becoming that way then
I need to do something about it right?
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Another worker explained
I know that burnout exists and I think because I'm aware of it, that I
know I need to do things in order and not to - to get there Can't
guarantee I'll never get there but I don't want to get there, and
doing what I need to do to not get there right now
New workers often had the very personal experience of witnessing
colleagues become cynical and burnt-out, some taking medical leave from the
job This has appeared to assist workers in becoming more aware of the
possibilities of burnout and become more proactive in preventing cynicism and
burnout
How do Workers Manage?
When workers discussed the supportive aspects of the job, they often
spoke about their colleagues and team members The workers interviewed
stated that their coworkers were very supportive and assisted them with the job
Workers gained emotional, informational, and instrumental support from other
child welfare workers and often described more than one type of support in a
statement New workers were consistent in identifying that their main support
came from other child welfare workers They varied in whom they considered to
be their colleagues Most spoke about their team or unit, but other workers
referred to their department or a geographic identity, such as a separate office or
area of a building Workers found their colleagues to be supportive, as this
worker described
We are all really supportive of each other and we are very tight that
way and I, I really like that, I find that going to work probably
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wouldn't be so great if I couldn't have a team that I felt that was
supportive of me
Workers generally found their colleagues to be a great support in the
process of doing their jobs One predominant type of assistance that workers
received was emotional support New workers found encouragement in knowing
that they were not alone with the stress of the job They felt understood by their
colleagues and they often spoke about the ability to debrief or vent with them
One worker spoke about the common understanding between coworkers
I think we kind of you know talk amongst co-workers and kind of
relieve our stress by chatting about things or venting our
frustrations That helps Yeah, if I came back from some, from a
meeting or a visit or something and I was super overwhelmed, I
know I could just come back here and talk to someone about it, it's
not an issue we all get along, we all seem to have the same
understanding of what the job is and stuff like that
This common understanding was significant for the new workers and was
viewed as unconditional support by some This worker discussed the empathy
and support that she received from her colleagues and how they were always
there for each other
And they're always there to, when you need to vent about certain
files - you know, not going anywhere and feeling like you're not
making any progress And when you need to vent about other
work-related things like they're always there for that And we're
always sort of there for each other
New workers gained reassurance from other colleagues, receiving
feedback that let them know that they were not alone with the pressures of the
job When workers shared with each other and received encouragement, it
appeared to normalize the expenences for the new workers This worker spoke
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about discussing her feelings and emotions around her job and how that process
helped her
Because at times you definitely do feel inadequate and maybe
you're not doing everything you should be doing because you're so
behind Because you have so many things to do and you're—you
got like 40 tasks overdue on your recording and you do everything
else but, you know just -just being able to say, you know what this
is what I feel like and having that person say—Oh, okay and not,
you know, not judge, not criticize Just say I totally hear you
Coworkers were also helpful when situations went poorly, often giving
perspective on the incidents or interactions One worker shared her experience
of receiving encouragement and reassurance after a difficult telephone
conversation was ended by a parent
It's happened to them, you know, they hear you on the phone trying
to get through and then all of a sudden you just hang up the phone
without saying goodbye and like did they hang up on you, and it's
like yeah So, they know, just having the co-worker right there and
you know encouraging you, saying you, you know saying to you
that yeah you didn't say anything wrong, don't worry, it's just that
they don't want you know CAS involvement
Colleagues were also supportive in de-stressing from the work by
providing opportunities to take a break from the job The breaks could take the
form of lunch breaks or a walk to the local coffee shop, or more informally,
discussing a non-work-related topic for 10 minutes This worker described a
structured lunch hour break with her colleagues
But we always, on my team anyways, the two teams, we sit in the
same area and we always make sure that we take lunch and we
eat away from our desk or go in a room and we sit and we chat
about stuff, most of the time, not related to work
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Colleagues were emotionally supportive in providing breaks from the work,
reassuring and encouraging the workers, and providing an opportunity for
workers to debrief from difficult situations These all appeared to help normalize
the child welfare experience At times, the support that workers received
emotionally was combined with informational support More experienced
workers offered suggestions on how to approach or handle a situation differently
and provided ideas on new directions with a family One worker spoke about
how her team was helpful with case direction
Like my team and my colleagues, you know they're always there if I
have questions or just run something by them Like kind of give
them a - you know a brief summary of one of my files and say,
"You know I'm really not sure what to do with this " Or get
suggestions or, you know I'm kind of stuck here
Workers often relied on the expertise of their colleagues to understand the
job more fully The new workers also depended on their colleagues to provide an
understanding of different perspectives on family interactions One worker
explained that debriefing a difficult situation with coworkers helped her to gam
insight into her assessment of a family situation
[It] gives you insight into your own assessment and you get other
people's perspective on what they would do and so and they give
you new ideas, 'Why don't you try this,' or new ways of approaching
an angry client
Workers depended on each other not only for ideas in difficult family
situations but for information about practical aspects of the job This worker
expressed how he counted on his team for strategies to engage collaterals
You need to be in a good supportive team too - because there's a
lot of questions and a lot of things you need to know, right, because
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every case is different, every circumstance is different and there's a
lot of nitty-gritty things that you need to be aware of there's a lot of
things to know in the job And also how to do the job right, how do
you get doctors to respond? How do you get schools to respond?
So, there's always all those things you need to know to move your
cases along
Workers developed clinically by not only seeking ideas and new
approaches to a case but from observing other workers' interactions with
families As discussed earlier, shadowing is one of the primary methods of
learning for new workers This worker explained the different interaction styles
on the team and how she learned from all of them
[And] I find everyone on my team has a slightly different
perspective and you know, they have a bit of a different way of
doing things, so it's really good 'cause I can learn from all of them
and kind of get a diverse picture of, you know how they work with
families and how they see things, and how they approach things
The informational support that coworkers provided was valuable in
learning the job and improving clinical interactions with families New workers
also spoke about practical support, also called instrumental support (Himie et al,
1991) They trusted their colleagues to assist them when crisis situations arose
All of the workers spoke positively of this support and found it very helpful This
worker explained
And then support - always the support from - from co-workers
Talking to them about things and knowing that you're not alone and
having people - I've had people before that said to me, "Oh, is
there anything that I could do to help? Just let me know what I can
do to help" And just - and I've never and like I don't always take I often don't take them up on it but just knowing that there are
people there who'll help you if they need to, knowing that their
caseloads are - are crazy, too but they're willing to do that That's
helpful
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Workers found that the availability of instrumental support was
encouraging, even if they did not utilize the support While most new workers
had positive experiences with their colleagues, some workers experienced
difficulties A few workers spoke about not feeling welcomed to the agency by
more seasoned workers They also talked about workers who were unwilling to
allow shadowing and were too busy to answer questions related to the job This
worker discussed feeling stereotyped and dismissed by more experienced
workers due to her lack of experience in the field
I think some of the people that have been at the agency longer,
have had more experience, kind of don't expect a lot out of new
workers or especially people right out of school, they kind of think,
are a little dismissive maybe Oh, you're just out of school, like you
don't, you don't know what it's like 'Cause I have heard people
make that kind of comment Not directed at me But I've heard
people in social situations that work here, and worked here for
longer, kind of saying oh, it was all these people that were just out
of school, you know, all these new workers and it's kind of, that
doesn't make you feel that supported either 'Cause I'm just out of
school and I'm one of those new workers
Workers also had the experience of working alongside others who were
unhappy with their jobs One worker discussed the impact of hearing dissatisfied
workers around her
[]t's] hard actually being a new worker and listening to dissatisfied
workers It's not very encouraging to, I mean like it doesn't, like I
said, it doesn't bother me 'cause I like what I am doing but it's, I, I
wouldn't imagine it's very encouraging, it's not very supportive
(laughs) It doesn't make you feel too good about coming to work,
yeah
There were also occasions where there were clashes between workers
The new workers sometimes described this as occurring between departments
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and as centered on the best interests of the children This worker described
some difficulties with other workers
[Sometimes] workers clash That's natural Not everybody is going
to get along Everybody has different styles I would say that it is
fruitless for me to expect, but for one, anyone who expect but me,
to be able to uphold the same high standard throughout But there
are difficulties in working with co-workers whose standards are not
the same as yours And if you can't come to a common ground on
that type of stuff, then, you are not supported in your endeavours
with that family
There were instances where workers had difficulties and did not feel
welcomed by more experienced workers at the agency However, the new
workers generally found their peers to be very supportive emotionally and
instrumentally They relied on other workers to help them learn the job and
normalize their experiences, and the interviews reflected that other workers were
the main support in their jobs
Supervisors
Workers discussed their supervisors extensively and were consistent in
stating that supervisors had a significant influence on the work experience This
section will review the relationship between supervisor and worker and
supervisory support of learning and encouragement of work-life balance
The new workers emphasized the importance of a positive relationship
with their supervisors or managers, and most workers stated that they had a
positive relationship However, this was not universal and some workers shared
experiences of unsupportive supervisors who were a hindrance to the job This
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worker discussed his experience with an unsupportive supervisor, he explained
the supervisor's reaction when asked a question
"What now?" type of thing - and I don't do well with sarcasm
Some people do, I don't, really So being maybe less sarcastic trusting us a bit more We're the ones who do see these families
on a regular basis and get to know them really well
Negative experiences with supervisors were rare, with only two workers
out of the 18 interviewed recounting unsupportive situations However, the
workers who detailed negative experiences spoke about struggling to receive the
information and support that they needed to do their jobs One of the workers
appeared to spend more time attempting to work around the supervisor rather
than interact with him The worker explained
And I find sometimes it's hard because you've got those families or
those clients that you really are pushing for and to try and advocate
for them and it's tough to try and advocate for them sometimes
And when I - what I'm using as an example is like for trying
because we need to get a supervisor's approval to get like food
vouchers and bus tickets? He gives you a hard time about when
you go to ask for them and it - there's a little joke on our team
about wait until he's away And then we go find a different
supervisor to sign our letters or to approve bus tickets and things
like that
Most workers stated that their supervisors or managers were supportive
and provided assistance Many workers developed a positive relationship with
their supervisors They spoke about feeling comfortable and feeling able to
share the stress of the job This worker discussed his view of his manager
[The] manager that I have right now really emulates what I believe,
you know, a manager should be, in terms of bringing a team
together and, and you know drawing out areas that you know,
acknowledging your strengths and drawing out areas that you need
support and assistance and development with
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Another worker discussed her thoughts about her current supervisor She
had experienced more than one supervisor during her time in child welfare
Well, I think, in any job, I mean, having a supervisor who's
approachable and who you feel comfortable working with is
definitely going to make you enjoy your work and want to continue
to do your work a lot more
Workers also discussed the benefits of similar styles and complementary
personalities between worker and supervisor Some workers reflected on how
the personality of their supervisor as opposite in aspects to their own can meet
their needs This worker reflected on the common philosophy held by both her
supervisor and herself, and how it contributed to a good relationship
[Our] philosophies in general match and so I think that we are a
very good match together, myself and my supervisor and I think just
the team, we are all very much alike so it makes it easier, much
easier, to fit in and get work done and feel supported and feel
confident in the work that you are doing
Workers also reflected on the emotional benefits and job safety that they
felt with their supervisors New workers were concerned about appearing
confident and capable in their jobs and many felt able to admit to their supervisor
when they were struggling This worker discussed becoming comfortable
enough with her supervisor to admit feeling overwhelmed
[Learning] that you know I can really have those conversations with
my manager, and feel safe, and not feel like, if it's too much to take
on, that you know, I am less than, or, or not as competent of a
worker
Workers also spoke about the availability of a supervisor as being a
supportive factor They appreciated a supervisor who had a flexible schedule
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and would be willing to make time for the new worker when a situation arose
This worker discussed the openness and availability of her supervisor
I can just go in there anytime of the day, I don't need an
appointment to see her, and we have our scheduled supervision,
but if something comes up, I just want to bounce something off her,
she's totally open and her door's always open You know she'll
stop whatever she's doing, she's, you know, cell phone is always
on, might take her three rings or like you know, three phone calls
actually for her to pick up but she does get back to me eventually
Workers spoke about what they wanted in a supervisor The workers
were very passionate in this area and were clear in their need for a supportive,
approachable supervisor who valued the new workers' experiences and assisted
them with their learning Below are two quotes from workers detailing what they
want in supervisors
You need a good supervisor, you know, who's supportive and can
be, you know, make it a collaborative experience Make it - even
though you're a new worker, just allow you to - some of your own
experiences to be valued You need a lot of support, a lot of
support and a lot of help You need to - and with that environment
needs to be there for new workers I think agencies need to realize
and know and not at any point ever stop thinking that this job is not
hard You know what I mean, like, whatever your people need, just
give it to them, 'cause it's ridiculous
Another worker stated
Somebody that is approachable That will give, you know, regular
feedback whether it's positive or negative Somebody that would
have experience maybe working the front line job that we do, so
that they know that what we're dealing with And, but also
somebody that has enough confidence in their workers that they,
they're not micro-managing and they're not, they're letting us do
what we have to do, trust that we can make the small decisions on
our own and stuff like that And, yeah, that's about it
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Supervisors - Disagreements with Workers
In most cases, workers and supervisors discussed and agreed on case
direction, however, there were a few instances where new workers disagreed
with their supervisors In the situations, the disagreements centered on clinical
direction and safety concerns In those instances, the workers' narratives were
very emotional and they spoke passionately about the disagreements The
workers felt that they had been correct in their assessments of the situations and
this had created anxiety and stress for the workers This worker reflected on a
situation where she had advocated for a child to be removed from the home due
to safety concerns, but was not supported by her supervisor
[So] I think that establishing that trust [with the supervisor] is a
struggle and establishing that trust in myself and my own
judgments is a struggle So that was, like, for many different
reasons, that was a really difficult time for me, with the, with Mom
and feeling my loyalties and also with trying to be assertive, and
kind of (deep breath) feel that I knew what I was doing, and being
able to approach my supervisor and, so yeah that was my mess
(laughing)
She continued on
I've realized that it's up to me to prove my case - that's my job I'm
the one out there with the families, I'm the one seeing the situation,
I'm the one whose probably has the better idea than he does of the
families So it's my job to really make sure that I make, make my
case clear, and if I don't agree to be clear about that
The workers who had disagreements with their supervisors over clinical
direction had the difficult task of standing up to their managers, who had more
experience and knowledge in child welfare Through the process of advocating
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for their clients, they developed increased confidence in their assessments of
families
Reorganization
An anxiety that new workers experienced was frequent restructuring or
reorganization of their teams due to position changes and members leaving the
agency Some workers also experienced inconsistency on the teams on which
they were based This worker spoke about upcoming team changes her feelings
about them
It's a little bit hard (laughs) it's a little bit [of] anxiety that's starting to
pop up My supervisor's just left on mat leave so we've got a new
supervisor sort of trickling in and yeah, one team member has
moved onto a different office, another one's moved to a different
agency, we've got a new person starting next week, so it's just like
there's a lot of change going on and it's my first experience with so
much change So I sit there finding myself feeling kind of lost and
I've still got all this work to do and then I've got this anxiety about
the fact that all this familiarity that I had is starting to go away
Another worker spoke about her experience of being moved between
teams She started at her agency on a contract and when the contract was
extended, she was required to relocate She discussed the impact of that move
and losing her teammates
I mean the people that I'm, like I've had no experience in this field
before so, coming in, like those are my supports Like that is kind
of who trained me, you know cause those are the people I was
going out with, those are the people I have gone to for opinions, for
advice, for different techniques Like they were the first people that
I connect [to], I have an attachment to them, you know
The team reorganizations created anxiety for the workers as their team
was often their support system In most cases the anxiety was strong leading up
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to the move and it appeared that the uncertainty created additional stress for the
workers
New workers rely on colleagues and supervisors to perform their jobs well
by providing practical and emotional support While colleagues and supervisors
provide information and assistance, they also provide reassurance and a
necessary break from the job New workers are aware of the indicators of
burnout and are often consciously attempting to avoid the burnout that they
witness in their colleagues
Reflections
As a new worker, I bonded with other new workers My team was
generally supportive however were very busy with their own work As new
workers, we often worked together to learn what we needed to know When I
moved positions to a pilot project, I experienced a new team, with some healthy
dynamics and others that were less healthy, however we learned the job
together With my move to a supervisory level, I have realized the importance of
being part of a team throughout all levels of child welfare My team has played
an important role at every stage of my time in child welfare
Team and colleague cohesion and connectedness are very important in
child welfare Workers need to know that they are not doing this difficult job
alone and that they have the support of other people who fully understand and
can empathize with the job As discussed earlier, there are more challenges in
the job than there are rewards and the bonding between workers, provided that
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the colleagues are a positive and encouraging influence, can be a significant
protective factor for both new and experienced workers
As a supervisor, analysing the information that new workers provided
about their supervisors was an interesting and humbling experience While
workers were generally very generous in their assessment of their supervisors,
there were new worker experiences that were not positive Both the positive and
negative experiences led to a re-evaluation of my own supervisor practices Do I
spend enough time with workers focusing on their clinical development? Have I
really listened to my workers and demonstrated my appreciation of their work?
Do my workers feel that I promote a work-life balance? And how do I accomplish
all of these important duties while continuing to perform the remaining tasks of
the job? I want to continue to develop my clinical skills with workers to become
a better supervisor and provide enhanced support to the workers I supervise
Discussion
Burnout, the role of colleagues, and the supervisor role have been studied
extensively in child welfare and generally in social work There is a significant
amount of information about burnout and the mediating effects of a supportive
supervisor and collegial support
There are various definitions of burnout Burnout has been defined by
Maslach and Leiter (as cited in The Burnout Problem (n d )) as
the index of the dislocation between what people are and what
they have to do It represents an erosion in values, dignity, spirit
and will - an erosion of the human soul It is a malady that spreads
gradually and continuously over time, putting people into a
downward spiral
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Typical symptoms of burnout are exhaustion, cynicism, and feeling ineffective in
the job Freudenberger first introduced the term "burnout" in the 1970's and
defined burnout as "a state of fatigue or frustration brought about by devotion to a
cause, way of life, or relationship that failed to produce the expected reward"
(Freudenberger & Richelson, 1980, p 13) Pines (1993) states that "burnout is
always the end result of a gradual process of disillusionment in the quest to
derive a sense of existential significance from work" (p 40) Other studies have
stated that burnout is the negative affective response of a person to work stress
(Koeske & Koeske, 1989), specifically, a sense of fatigue and personal depletion
Maslach (1982) spoke of burnout as a syndrome comprised of emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment that
occurs in people who work with others
Supportive supervision has been found to reduce some of the negative
aspects of child welfare, such as burnout and turnover intention (Weaver et al,
2007, Barak, Travis, Pyun, & Xie, 2009, Rooney and Leslie, 2004, Jacquet,
Clark, Morazes, & Withers, 2007) and was important in the alleviation of stress
(Dillenburger, 2004, Boyas & Wind, 2010) Supervisory support was also
instrumental in ensuring that the child welfare job was manageable (Rycraft,
1994)
Collegial support has been found to be very important (Stalker, Mandell,
Frensch, Harvey, & Wnght, 2007) and linked to increased job satisfaction
(Harvey et a l , 2003) Additional mutual workplace support (Barak et al, 2001,
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Storey & Bilhngham, 2001), employee assistance programs (Crawford Smith,
1999, Ruggles, 2004, Storey & Bilhngham, 2001) and peer support groups
(Barak et a l , 2001, Pouliot & Home, 2001) were also found to decrease burnout
and increase job satisfaction (Barak et a l , 2001) Support from co-workers and
family can also buffer the effects of burnout and reduce organizational turnover
(Barak et a l , 2001, Koeske & Koeske, 1989)
The finding that workers want a supportive supervisor was also echoed in
the research Clark, Gilman, Jacquet, Johnson, Mathias, Paris & Zeitler (2008)
found that workers wanted their supervisors to be supportive and to take on
advocacy roles for workers Colleagues and supervisors are important in
assisting workers in child welfare to remain positive, be able to perform their jobs,
and resist burnout
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Chapter 9
Career Intentions
When the new workers interviewed were asked if they could see
themselves having a long term career in child welfare, their responses were
varied Initially, eight workers stated yes, four did not know, and six stated they
could not It became more interesting when the reasons for these answers were
examined, as the reasons were not necessarily correlated with the initial
answers There were three themes that emerged "opportunities in the agency,"
"there are other jobs out there," and "the job is not do-able with a family"
Some workers were excited about the possibilities and opportunities in
child welfare for lateral moves to different positions and possible advancement to
management This was a reason to stay in the field for some workers However,
they were also concerned about burnout and unsure whether their desire to stay
in the field would continue This worker explained
My plan is yes, to be in child welfare in five years Maybe not
necessarily in family services, it's one of the great things about,
working in child welfare is that you can move around and do all
different types of jobs, so there's a lot of room to move You, you
don't have to stay at the same job forever, which is nice, 1,1,1 don't
think I would want a job where I would be doing the same thing for
five, ten years But I also see a lot of people around me who've
only been in the field for two years and they're burnt out And I
don't think I want to stay here when I get to that point My hope is
to stick it out and, and last and maybe eventually go into like a
supervisory position
Many new workers were also excited about exploring the field of social
work further For some workers, this was their first job in the field They were
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interested in working in non-child welfare areas of practice Workers who
envisioned themselves with a long-term career in child welfare were more likely
to indicate that they wanted other types of jobs but this also occurred with
workers who stated they did not know or could not see themselves in the field
long-term Often, workers identified that leaving would not be related to the work
but to their own career goals This worker spoke of her goals
I just don't know if I see myself being one of those people who have
been there for like 20-30 years You know I -1 just want to try other
areas of social work And like I said I do want to go back and do
my Masters
New workers also struggled to meet the demands of the job while being
part of a family and having children This perception was surprisingly strong with
workers who did not have children and was one of the main reasons for
considering leaving child welfare This worker spoke about why she did not
foresee a long term career in the field
As I said earlier I, I can't imagine how people do this with a family
and eventually I do want to have a family I don't think I'd ever want
to be a supervisor, so I mean I think I'd always want to be front line
And I think if I were to ever have a family, I wouldn't want to have to
balance this
The workers who had children also spoke about the struggle to meet the
demands of both work and home It was clear that many of them felt guilty about
the lack of time spent with their children, this feeling came through especially in
discussions around working evening hours This worker discussed her feelings
about the agency's expectations and the impact on her family
[So] I've got two kids at day care that I have to take care of and
sometimes I feel like I'm expected to put my family on the back
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burner, and that's been the same at both [child welfare] agencies
That's been my general feeling that I'm supposed to, you know,
focus on my job and put my family, you know, second
There were also a few workers who did not think that child welfare was a
good fit for them and either wanted to leave the field or wanted a more flexible
type of position which would allow for more client interactions One of the
examples provided was a position as a pregnancy counsellor associated with
child welfare Some workers did not foresee themselves staying in the field for
any length of time Workers were varied in their reasons for choosing to leave
the field At times, the decision was related to job factors, but often the decision
was related their own personal goals
Reflections
My experiences in this area are somewhat different from the new workers
interviewed I did not plan on staying in child welfare as the position of intake
worker was not a good fit for me The opportunity to work in an alternative
position in a more clinical manner arose and it resonated well with my needs
The strength of the perception that child welfare work is not possible with
a family was somewhat surprising, especially from workers who did not have a
family at the time of the interview While I write and reflect on this topic, I
remember that I am a supervisor in child welfare and have the expectations of
flexibility and evening wok from my staff I do understand that it has ramifications
on their families, loved ones, and home life Yet I cannot let go of these
expectations, as I understand how necessary it is a social worker in child welfare
to attempt to be respectful to families and not cause further hardship At times,
156

that means accommodating the family's life by scheduling an evening meeting
that does not require the parents to take time off work and lose the income that
they desperately need
While the flexibility of the schedule in child welfare can be difficult, it has
also been beneficial, allowing me to attend daytime events and appointments
without taking a full vacation day I appreciate that flexibility, it allows me to
spend additional time with my family in the evening instead of at an appointment
Does it equal out? Probably not, but the need to be flexible with working hours is
important
The desire of new social work graduates to further explore job possibilities
seems logical and may explain much of the turnover in the field Child welfare
tends to attract newly graduated staff as it has been seen as a field which is
continually hiring and does not require previous experience
Discussion
There is much research on retention in the field of child welfare, as the
retention of employees has been and continues to be a challenge Some of the
most significant factors with respect to turnover are the intention to leave (Barak
et al, 2001, Weaver et al, 2007) and job satisfaction (Faller, Grabarek & Ortega,
2010, Barak et al, 2001) Other factors which were significant were supervisory
support (Strand & Dore, 2009, Smith, 2005, Barak et al, 2009, Rycraft, 1994,
Faller et a l , 2010) and rewards, incentives, and promotions (Strand & Dore
2009, Shim, 2010, Rycraft, 1994, DePanfilis & Zlotnick, 2008) A number of
studies found that the support provided to workers from both colleagues and
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supervisors affected the retention of workers (Jacquet et a l , 2008, Barak et a l ,
2001, DePanfihs & Zlotnick, 2008)
The finding in this paper that many new workers plan to leave child
welfare is consistent with the finding that younger and better trained workers are
more likely to leave (Barak et a l , 2001) The same study also found that
employees who had been at the agency longer were less likely to leave the
agency However, there have been very few studies conducted on the impact of
having a family on employee turnover One study found that having children was
correlated to turnover (McKee, Markham, and Scott, 1992), but this study did not
focus on child welfare In the meta-analysis conducted by Barak et al (2001),
they found that having children was not correlated to turnover, but it was not a
factor examined extensively in the literature
Retention and turnover continues to be a challenge in the field of child
welfare It may be partially exacerbated by the hiring of younger, relatively
inexperienced social workers
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Chapter 10
Supervisors' Reactions and Suggestions
A focus group with front line protection supervisors was held to gather
their thoughts, interpretations, and any recommendations resulting from the
findings The process assisted in discussing solutions to the concerns that
workers raised and allowed the voices of new workers to be expressed to those
who have the potential to change agency practices
The supervisor focus group consisted of five child protection supervisors
who supervised both intake and ongoing cases from an agency that did not
participate in the new worker interviews This was done to protect the
confidentiality of the new workers The supervisors were asked to discuss four
topics that were prevalent in the new worker stories uncertainty, being
overwhelmed, internal learning, and the importance of peer support The
questions and quotes utilized can be found in Appendix F Through the process
of analysing the information gained from the supervisor focus group, new insights
emerged in the areas of guilt and responsibility Hew workers often spoke of
being overwhelmed with the job and spoke about the pressure to make the
correct decision The worker did not speak specifically about guilt in the job,
however this was clearly apparent in the supervisor focus group The focus group
assisted in uncovering another aspect of the new worker experience
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Learning Challenges for Workers
The supervisors interviewed had an understanding of the new worker
phase and some of the issues involved in being a new worker They spoke
about the unique environment, the challenges of child welfare, and the skill set
needed by workers They also realized that workers were often not aware of the
learning gaps that exist for new protection workers This supervisor explained
You know, when we start [in child welfare], you don't know what
you don't even know you don't even come in and go, "I don't know
how to write an affidavit I know I'm gonna have to learn it I don't
know how to do a volunteer drive I'm gonna have to learn it" You
don't even know like where to start
The supervisors spoke about the uncertainty of the job, not only with
respect to individual cases but also with worker style, individual worker
perceptions, and between jurisdictions The supervisors also acknowledged that
new workers were often anxious about inconsistencies in the job, as they were
attempting to learn the job correctly These supervisors explain
I find, too, that there's a lot of anxiety around inconsistencies Like
someone will tell them one thing and they'll hear something else
from someone different so I think a lot of uncertainty comes from
that
Another supervisor stated
[Especially] if they're going out and they're shadowing different
people with different styles so that uncertainty of coming back, like,
where do I fit? Like, they went out and they liked how this was
handled but yet is that their personality? Is that ? And then, they
might go out and see a different one and kind of it could be two
different spectrums of how the cases were on your team alone
The supervisors recognized some of the difficulties and uncertainties that
new workers faced They often utilized their own experience and practice to
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inform them of the struggles of being a new worker Throughout the focus group,
supervisors spoke not only of recent new workers that they supervised but also
of their own experiences of being a new worker This supervisor reflected on her
own personal struggle to be competent in the job as a new worker
[You] wanted to appear as if you function, right? Because you
didn't want to seem as if you couldn't do the job I mean, there
were areas that I would identify I couldn't do, like for the life of me
I've never written an affidavit so I had to admit to that, that I
struggled with that But there were other things, there was no way
that I was going to tell [my supervisor] I was struggling, right1?

The supervisors also felt that the skills that the new workers learned in
school were not adequate and that workers were challenged in the job Many of
the new workers started the job without a full understanding of the realities of
families involved with child welfare and how the families came to be in their
current situations Some of the supervisors reflected on how their experiences of
doing the job changed their views and understanding This supervisor discussed
the general challenge of working with child welfare families
And it makes you take all those skills and all those things that
you've learned and dig a little deeper And actually you have to
think outside of the box Be really creative on how you're going to
work with this family, how you're going to problem-solve with them,
how you're going to get support, resources in place when they're
not used to having supports in place, right? So it's not just, "Hey,
here's a phone number," right? But you really have to be more
creative in engaging them
They also realized the importance of experience in child welfare New
workers needed to understand their own biases and preconceptions as they
started to work with child welfare families as those biases could have negative
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ramifications in client interactions This supervisor recalled being an experienced
worker who was training a new worker
[A new worker] was shadowing along with me and we went to a
home And when we were leaving that home with the children at
the home still she said, "You're leaving the kids there'?" And I just
stopped I said, "What did you get, like, what did you get from that
that I didn't?" And sure enough, she had thought that the house is
an absolute disaster and that mom wasn't committed to the
children so we went from that home to the next home where
things were much more chronic in this next home And that was a
real learning for her to say, "You know what, yeah, that was maybe
not to your standards and to your expectations but there was
nothing wrong with that home to leave those children in " And then
the next home was still the kids couldn't stay there But you start to
learn as time goes on there's levels and, you know, what you think
might be really bad at first and you can actually remove children
from is not really that bad It's just a matter of experience
The supervisors also struggled with workers who had difficulty relating to
their families and hid behind professionalism While some workers grappled with
the concept that families would be dishonest, other workers believed that families
were constantly dishonest with them Often, the workers would not provide any
information about themselves to their families yet expected families to share very
personal information This supervisor expressed her struggle
[The] new workers that refuse to share any little piece of
themselves with their clients, right? Well, I won't tell them where I
live Not even, like, you know, 400 miles from here won't tell Like,
not even basic stuff Won't identify whether they have kids or not
Like, nothing And I say, "Do you expect that client to give you
everything, but you give them absolutely nothing because you're so
afraid that something is going to happen And what does it matter
that the client knows you have a cat?"
The above supervisor continued and discussed how sharing personal
information assisted a family when she was a worker
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So I'm meeting this new client that's kind of difficult, and I'm late
So I have to phone her because I just see her first thing in the
morning and admit that I'm late because I have pretty much my
entire closet spread from one end of my bedroom to the other
because I can't decide what to wear to work You know what? She
said to me, she said, "That actually made you human because the
worker— previous worker always showed up dressed to the nines
and never really felt comfortable Really liked her, but never
found ," she says, "and then I find out that you're just like
everybody else and you have no idea what you're going to put on
today"
The supervisors spoke about how to provide confidence and experience to
workers They discussed the importance of planning with a worker before the
new worker went out on a specific situation for the first time They also spoke
about the need for a worker to have some confidence before going to see a
family but also to recognize that all of the scenarios could not be explored
Absolutely, but part of it comes with the experience You're right
There's no right or wrong answer and each case is individual So
as much as you want to give them guidelines and boundaries and
knowledge and skills, they still have to apply to each individual case
and that comes with experience You don't have that on Day 1 or
even Day 101 sometimes
The protection supervisors also spoke about the importance of
checking in with a new worker more often, and attempting to process
with them and educate them both in formal supervisions and in ad hoc
consultations or check-ins The supervisors also viewed more
experienced colleagues on the team as assets and resources for the
new workers This supervisor discussed processing case decisions
with new workers
[That's] around your supervision and how detailed you're going
through the cases afterwards, right? That it's not just a quick
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supervision, that it's, you're spending more time with them It's
more detailed You're going through those scenarios kind of
afterwards and explaining kind of more about the decisions, why
they're made
Throughout the discussion, the supervisors recognized that new workers
were in need of extra and individual attention They expressed frustration and
guilt at their inability to provide the support to the extent that the new workers
desired

Frustration and Guilt
While the supervisors recognized some of the unique needs of new
workers, they expressed frustration about systemic issues that prevented them
from working with newer workers in ideal ways Supervisors spoke about the
difficulty of balancing their own workload demands, the needs of new workers,
and the needs of more experienced workers Supervisors wanted to work well
with new workers and felt guilty when they were not able to spend the necessary
time with them This supervisor expressed her guilt after another supervisor
stressed the importance of checking in with new workers immediately upon
returning from a family
Yeah But at the same time I think we sometimes fall down and
that's 'cause it's just you've got ten people lined up outside your
door and four meetings and it sometimes becomes impossible to do
that
Another supervisor reflected on the intentions and the realities of the work
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I think it depends on the day or the week that you're having You
have the best intentions to either support your new worker, to check
them out more, to have more regular supervision with them, to have
supervision where you're doing case supervision that's more of a
support piece, do supervision that's more of an education piece
But it doesn't always manifest that way, right? There's things come
up, there's a crisis, there's other workers, and there's their own
caseload so you can't always manage it all
While supervisors discussed the demands of the job on a daily basis, they
also spoke about the changes in direction within the larger agency having an
effect on their ability to focus on worker needs This supervisor illustrated the
change in direction as follows (to give context to the quote, an intake case has a
timeline of 30 days for completion of the investigation and the agency only
receives funding for the case once it is completed)
It depends what time and where we're at and what's our focus
And right now, we're very financially driven and so, you know, we're
meeting with a new worker We'd be [involved in a family for] 30
days, you got to close at intake Like that would be, you know,
three, four months ago it would have been all about [a clinical
model] And it's really given the time of what we're really pushing
towards, right?
Supervisors spoke about the cyclical pattern of work, when one week was
busy and the next was quiet, that cycle was apparent in the stories of the new
workers as well The cyclical nature led to increased assignments of cases to
new workers, despite their needs and training demands This supervisor
explained the difficulty of keeping a new worker's caseload low in the face of
competing demands
You know, I think it depends on what time of year and what
situation [you are in] I mean, I think this year has been really good,
right, because things are not crazy But in years when it's been
crazy I think we've had the best intentions going in and then all hell
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has broken loose and you had to give more and more and more to
that person than you ever intended
Supervisors wanted to devote individual attention and support to new
workers and felt guilty and frustrated when other demands and priorities
interfered with their intentions

Ideas and Strategies
The supervisor focus group discussed ideas for assisting new workers in
learning and coping with the job The supervisors felt that it was important for
new workers to complete the formal training before receiving a full caseload and
to have a strong team or mentor upon whom they could rely They wanted a
clearer in-agency orientation for new workers in which the specific department
trained the worker, rather than the supervisor doing the training The supervisors
also felt that the training within the agency needed to be timely in relation to
when it was relevant and necessary for a worker One supervisor discussed
writing an affidavit
So you spend literally a whole afternoon, maybe even longer with
that person going through and kind of doing [the affidavit] with
them But even if - it makes sense almost for that department to do
that with them and I know we do general legal training every now
and then or we get the binders It almost needs to be that initial
one-on-one Your first time writing an affidavit, make an
appointment with legal
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Another supervisor had been trained in a different area and spoke about
her training experience, which was significantly different from the Ontario training
system She reflected on her training
Interestingly enough, when I did this in [name of area], when you
started as a new worker, you were attached to your team and your
supervisor but you had weekly supervision on top of that, on top of
you with your supervisor You also had weekly supervision as a
group, as a check-in, and you always had to bring a case So not
only would you meet weekly with your supervisor, then all the new
workers would meet once a week every Monday afternoon for three
hours, bring a case that you've just gone out on that you're
struggling a bit with
She continued on
Oh, loved it, loved it because you had the support You also had
the feeling of others experiencing the same issues and kind of
questioning, "Is this what I, you know, should I have done this'?"
The supervisor focus group had some great ideas for supporting new
workers, and they were often already implementing many of the ideas and
strategies They were often frustrated around systemic issues, such as workload
and unpredictable situations, which led to feelings of guilt when the issues
prevented them from being able to support new workers as well as they desired
Supervisors recognized that the new worker phase was unique and that,
although they could support new workers as well as possible, much of the
learning is experience-based and cannot be taught by other methods
Reflections
My experience directly supervising and training staff without prior child
welfare experience is limited, but I can relate in covering for other supervisors,
training students, and in training new workers in the community-based model of
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service In those aspects, my experience as a supervisor was similar to that
expressed by the supervisor focus group
I have spoken about the frustrations of the work and the competing
priorities previously, but speaking about the guilt that accompanies the frustration
is more difficult On a normal day, I cannot meet all of the demands of the job
and must choose to prioritize However, I want to be competent at my job and
complete all aspects of the job well Often, this means that I have not returned a
worker's call until hours later or have forgotten to complete a task necessary to
their job until the worker reminds me for the second time Although I have a very
understanding team, there is significant guilt that is created
When reading the transcripts of the supervisor focus group, the guilt was
not apparent to me on the first reading and it took some time and distance away
from the job for me to be able to recognize and identify the guilt Guilt in this
context is best defined as "Self-reproach for supposed inadequacy or
wrongdoing" (The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (2000)
However, as a supervisor, I realize that the tasks required are unreasonable yet I
continue to feel guilt and my inability to complete the tasks

Often, I think we

hide the guilt in the impossible workload demands and don't acknowledge the
underlying emotion Feeling inadequate or guilty is not unique for supervisors
and is apparent in the interviews and transcripts of the new workers New
workers struggle to do the job well, while learning the roles and expectations
Additionally, new workers are still realizing that the job tasks are not doable
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within the normal working day Guilt permeates child welfare, from workload to
the doubting of decisions, and is a stress that is not often widely recognized
Discussion
The supervisor's role has been widely studied as it relates to interactions
with workers, however, there is little research on the actual role of being a
supervisor and virtually no information on supervisory training of new workers
Dill and Bogo (2009) found that organizational culture was an important influence
in determining the focus of child welfare supervisors, whether clinical or
administrative Although supervisors are often viewed to have greater power,
they did not perceive themselves as having any input or control into
organizational focus or direction and viewed themselves as messengers to the
workers rather than agents of change (Bogo and Dill, 2008, Ausbrooks, 2007)
Bogo and Dill (2008) continued the discussion further by using the analogy of a
tightrope, with one side being the relationship with workers, and more indirectly
with clients, and the other side the senior staff and the larger government forces
Supervisors were seen to continually walk the tightrope between the two
Some of these views can be seen in the focus group with supervisors
They spoke about different agency directions impacting the direction and
emphasis of their individual supervisions with workers and did not perceive
themselves as having power over the constantly evolving agency direction
Dill and Bogo (2009) discussed three different types of supervision
administrative, clinical, and educational They found that supervisors do not
intertwine these three types but view each as a separate entity The separation
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of the types of supervision can be seen through many of the comments in the
supervisors in the focus group One supervisor discussed the different types of
supervision and categorized case supervision, supportive supervision, and
educational supervision Those types can easily fit into the administrative,
clinical, and educational types
The concerns of those in a supervisory role echoes many of the concerns
found with the protection workers, including workload demands, the cyclical
nature of work, and the crisis-prone aspects of the job The desire of workers to
do the best work for their client families is echoed in the supervisors' comments
on supporting the workers they supervise, and indirectly, the families that they
work with
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Chapter 11
Conclusion
The purpose of this thesis was to explore the experiences and workplace
realities of new workers in child welfare in Southern Ontario Within this very
broad topic area, this research has focused on more fully understanding the
experiences of 18 new workers in Southern Ontario, through a thematic analysis
of their early experiences in the field, my own experience, and that of the
supervisor focus group This chapter will discuss the findings and literature links,
implications, recommendations, and areas for further research, and will conclude
with a personal statement
Findings and Literature Links
There were similarities in my research with other studies that discussed
workload concerns, the importance of worker and job fit, the supervisor
significance in workers' experiences, and the importance of collegia! support
However, my research has revealed some unique aspects of the new worker
experience, including new worker training concerns, the importance of
relationships, and the significance of personal goals As well, original issues
specific to the new worker experience were identified, including the value and
belief challenges that take place and the deconstruction of workers' feeling of
being overwhelmed The differences in this study from previous research may be
explained by the small number of participants and/or the culture of child welfare
in Ontario at this specific time, as the field is constantly changing
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Overwhelmed
The findings emphasized workload concerns, which have been cited
throughout the research on child welfare, and examined how workload concerns
combine in the new worker phase to lead to an overwhelming experience This
finding was very significant in that all of the workers expressed concern and
stress regarding administrative tasks The workload pressures found in this
study were similar to the findings of previous research Caseload sizes (Zell,
2006, Cahalane & Sites, 2008), too little time to adequately perform duties
(Dillenburger, 2004), administrative responsibilities, (Dillenburger, 2004, Harvey
et a l , 2003, Zell, 2006), and rationing scarce resources (Dillenburger, 2004,
Storey & Billingham, 2001) were all found to be similar stressors in child welfare
However, in analysing the information on the workers' sensations of being
overwhelmed and understanding the frustration and guilt that was evident in the
supervisor focus group, it became clear that the word 'overwhelmed' as used by
new workers could be interchanged with words describing a number of other
emotions It appeared that the term 'overwhelmed' was used to describe
excessive competing demands, guilt, and emotional strain It was also a cry for
help, meaning that the worker was unable to meet all of the demands of the job
at that time New workers in child welfare also cope with taking on the learner's
role and it is likely that this role increases the strain still further
Value and Belief Challenges
A finding that does not seem to appear in previous literature is the value
and belief challenges that affect child welfare workers This study found that new
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workers experienced significant challenges to their belief systems and values
when they began working in child welfare The family interactions, the tasks of
the job, and the child welfare system itself each created challenges for the new
workers that they needed to resolve Additionally, the challenges often had a
personal impact on the workers and affected their non-professional lives
This transformation of beliefs and values is similar to the socialization
process discussed by Freymond (2001) regarding the placement process
Freymond (2001) discussed the need for workers to create a new identity in child
welfare This appears to be the only study focused on the socialization process
in child welfare and I could not locate any studies that focused on the
experiences of new workers specifically
New Worker Training Concerns
The research also raises questions regarding traditional child welfare
employee orientation and formal training in Ontario, as the workers had varying
perspectives on their orientation and generally negative perceptions associated
with the formal training program New workers felt that the orientation needed to
be more thorough and extensive as the specifics of the tasks were often omitted
They found the formal training content to be fairly basic and not practically
applicable to case situations Workers also felt pressure to attend training and
manage a protection caseload at the same time
In reviewing the literature, I was not able to find studies that examined the
OACAS training The studies that focused on training did not examine the
process from the perspective of a new worker More research in this area is
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needed to determine whether new workers generally find formal training helpful
and the best way to support new workers' learning
Meaningful Relationships are Rewarding
The study also increases understanding of the importance of relationships
in child welfare, specifically relationships with families This aspect arose in many
of the interviews The new workers spoke about divided loyalties in their
apprehensions of children and permanent removals of children, and their worries
about making a poor decision that would negatively affect the children and/or
family Workers struggled to maintain positive relationships with families while
placing the children's needs first They were stressed about decisions that they
had made, knowing that they may have a negative impact on a relationship or
person
The importance of client-worker relationships found in this study is
consistent with previous research New workers found meaning in their jobs by
helping others, which was consistent with the significance of intrinsic motivation
(Levin, 2003, Rycraft, 1990) Previous work has shown that achieving good
outcomes for clients and receiving positive feedback from clients are driving
forces in worker satisfaction (Wagner, van Reyk, & Spence, 2001) A strong
professional commitment or personal mission regarding the work was also found
to be significantly related to job satisfaction (Rycraft, 1994)
Significance of Personal Goals
The topic of retention has begun to be discussed with respect to new
worker experiences Some workers struggled with aspects of the job, such as
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work and family balance and the lack of clinical interaction with families Other
new workers were interested in working in social work fields outside of child
welfare and in pursuing other career goals The decision of workers to pursue a
career outside of child welfare was not necessarily related to job satisfaction and
was often centered on personal career goals
There is significant research on factors which affect employee retention,
however, these previous studies do not focus specifically on the experiences of
new workers The finding in this paper that many new workers plan to leave child
welfare is consistent with research from Barak et al (2001) showing that younger
and better trained workers are more likely to leave
Implications

Distinct Phase
First, the research has emphasised the distinct phase and unique needs
of new workers The new worker phase is characterized by constant learning,
value and belief challenges, and immersion into an unfamiliar child welfare
system At the same time, workers often lose some support as family and friends
do not fully understand their work and may not always be supportive of the
worker's decision to enter into child welfare Additionally, the job function and
tasks are often at odds with the values and beliefs that workers were taught
throughout their academic studies in social work These challenges are
combined with overwhelming administrative pressures The combination of all of
these factors leads to a recognition that the new worker phase is distinct in child
welfare
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Supports need to be implemented that are customized to the new workers'
unique needs, taking into consideration the emotional challenges inherent in the
job The new worker training structure in Ontario would benefit from an
evaluation at the provincial and individual agency level to determine whether the
current program is truly meeting the needs of new workers, in light of the current
findings Further examination of agencies' casework requirements during
training may also be helpful to assist in contextuahzing the information
Overwhelming Experience
New workers spoke of the competing demands that they experienced,
from training to filling out documentation and meeting the needs of families The
workers also said that they felt overwhelmed during times of emotional strain,
such as after an apprehension or a serious disclosure In the worker interviews,
guilt was not specifically discussed, but it was more apparent in the supervisor
focus group and this led to a re-analysis of the concept of being overwhelmed
that arose in the new worker interviews While it became evident that new
workers felt guilt, they did not specifically name the emotion as guilt The new
workers were still learning about the job and may not have been able to
recognize or articulate their feelings of guilt, whereas the supervisors had more
extensive child welfare experience and were able to enunciate their feelings
more precisely
Supervisors can assist new workers in managing the feelings underlying
the sensation of being overwhelmed by acknowledging the competing demands,
allowing time for debriefing, and assisting in prioritizing Supervisors can also
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provide instrumental support by reassigning and completing tasks for workers
Ultimately, the workload demands in child welfare are excessive, both for new
and experienced workers The administrative demands are high and families
often have complex issues and needs which require timely and effective clinical
interventions However, at this point in time, the demands of the child welfare
system do not appear to be decreasing and seeking to decrease workload
appears to be a hopeless issue Identifying the feelings behind the emotions that
were labelled as 'feeling overwhelmed' is helpful in acknowledging the underlying
emotions, but does not assist in solving the issue Therefore, workers continue
to do what they can to meet the demands of the job and continue to feel all of the
emotions behind the term 'feeling overwhelmed'
This is the environment that new workers experience when they start in
the field The insurmountable workload is not acknowledged, leadjng new
workers to initially think that the job can be done with clinical professionalism
While in some ways this appears to be misleading, it also encourages new
workers to learn on the job and continue to do the best clinical work possible
The solutions to the overwhelming workload concerns are not easy to fathom in
the child welfare system as it exists currently
Value and Belief Challenges
Secondly, the findings also illuminated the value and belief struggles that
workers underwent as they began to work in child welfare New workers were
confronted with situations and outcomes that were unexpected and often did not
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fit with their understanding of the world These challenges led workers to reevaluate their values and belief systems
New workers also experienced conflict within their preferred and
actualized selves Workers acted and worked as child welfare representatives in
ways that did not fit with their idealized view of themselves Workers needed to
reconcile their actualized selves with their preferred selves, which raises
questions about the amount of energy and time they needed to put into that
process, as well as the extent to which this contributed to their feeling of being
overwhelmed with the administrative and clinical tasks of the job These findings
suggest that workers alter their preferred selves in an attempt to reconcile some
of their actions
As the workers' values and beliefs change, tension or distance may be
created in relationships with friends and family whose values remain unchanged
People surrounding the new worker most likely lack understanding about the
internal change process taking place in him or her, which may be partially caused
by the confidential nature of child welfare and the creation of work/life
boundaries Child welfare workers are bound by confidentiality with respect to
clients, which creates a dynamic where workers cannot share struggles that they
are experiencing on the job with their friends and families Workers also create
work/life boundaries by often avoiding locations frequented by their clients and,
at times, by living in a different geographical region These boundaries attempt
to separate personal and professional lives, which leads to a type of double life
Clients are not often privy to information about the workers, and workers seldom
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disclose the difficult situations or encounters that they face in the workplace, or
sometimes even the nature of their employment, to friends and family They
make efforts to ensure that the different parts of their lives are kept separate A
simple example is the frequency with which child welfare workers utilize different
personal and professional last names Many workers have a professional name
and a personal name and list their phone and other bills under their personal
name for safety reasons This in turn leads to questions about personal costs to
the workers, the long term impact of the job, and the extent to which their work
affects their relationships with family and friends
Clinical Work in Child Welfare
The results of this study also increase our understanding of the
importance and value of clinical work with families Workers valued their
relationships with families and felt successful when they were able to build a
positive relationship with a parent or child In contrast, the workers expressed
frustration at the lack of time they had available to do clinical work and to
effectively intervene with families They attributed the lack of time for clinical
work with families to the high caseload numbers and felt that if they were able to
spend more time with families, they could provide additional resources and see
better outcomes for child safety and family functioning
The importance of clinical work in child welfare leads to a larger
discussion about the child welfare system in Ontario Ontario has moved to a
more prescribed and compliance-driven form of child welfare, which does not
focus on quality clinical interventions and positive outcomes Workers and
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agencies must meet compliance standards and follow directives imposed by
various levels of authority Additionally, the ability to alter the system is very
limited at both the individual and agency level Throughout the interviews with
the new workers and the supervisor focus groups, the participants spoke about
their lack of ability to make meaningful change in the child welfare system, much
of the direction came from higher levels of authority There is an ability to tweak
the system at the agency level, such as a theoretical shift or a move to increased
partnerships However, the mam aspects of the work do not change and there is
little room for critical examination of the system
The discussion leads to a larger question Do we want to socialize
workers to this child welfare system, understanding some of the struggles that
they will endure, or do we want to change the child welfare system to one which
is more clinical, preventative, and responsive, where the front line workers who
do the job every day actually have a voice in changing the system? Front line
workers have significant knowledge and experience which can be utilized to
shape and improve the child welfare system Workers must be provided with the
opportunity to critically examine child welfare in Ontario, and a forum in which to
share those experiences where they will be taken seriously New workers must
be encouraged to continue to critically think about the system and not conform to
non-productive ways of practice
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Recommendations
Recognizing the Distinct Phase
Child welfare in Ontario would benefit from an evaluation of the process of
training new workers in the field, taking into consideration their distinct needs
New child welfare workers face many challenges as they start to work in the field,
including internal value and belief challenges and a changing support system
The training process and all involved personnel need to be supportive and
understand the internal struggles Recognition of the unique challenges in the
training program may better support workers, normalize their common
experiences, and prepare them for job stresses
The components of a new worker training program that may more fully
meet the needs of new workers could include a thorough orientation at the
agency level with an online portal of information that is easily accessible,
increased and dedicated shadowing time, clear expectations for each section
and stage of a case (i e what is generally covered during an ongoing home visit),
and a dedicated person, apart from the direct supervisor, who is responsible for
new worker orientation and training at the agency level The formalized training
with the province may be evaluated to see if it is truly meeting the needs of new
workers and what factors may be interfering with its effectiveness from a worker
perspective
Clinical Focus in Child Welfare
Provmcially, child welfare must be critically examined and revamped to
include a more streamlined, preventative model, allowing front line workers and
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others who are well-informed a significant voice in the change Throughout the
interviews, workers spoke of having limited time to intervene with families and do
"extra" clinical work to further support families Right now, child welfare is
reactionary, only becoming involved when an incident has occurred or where
there is a significant risk of harm A revamping of the child welfare mandate to
include an increased prevention component would allow workers to clinically
intervene in an earlier, more planned manner and provide extra support for a
family This has the potential of increasing positive relationships both with the
family and child welfare worker but also with the extended community, thereby
providing some increased safety for children The community link addition from
the Transformation model, which has formalized the referral process to other
services, is a positive step However, an expansion of the child welfare workers'
mandate to a more prevention-oriented approach with increased resources for
family supports may strengthen families, prevent problems from increasing, and
reduce the opening of highly complex cases in child welfare
There are some signs of change for child welfare in Ontario with the
appointment of the Commission to Promote Sustainable Child Welfare in
November of 2009 The Commission is currently meeting with people who are
involved with and work within the system and will be making recommendations to
the Minister of Child and Youth Services The Commission also has the ability to
issue directives to child welfare agencies It is focusing on reconfiguring the
structure and service delivery of child welfare agencies, revamping funding,
implementing a new approach to accountability, and strengthening service
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delivery (Commission to Promote Sustainable Child Welfare, 2010) These
changes will hopefully benefit child welfare in Ontario
Community Vision of Child Safety
There needs to be an understanding that child protection is the
responsibility of the community, not just child protection workers Workers do not
actually have the ability to protect children, but can work with families and
communities to increase child safety Child welfare would benefit from a shift to
more collective and collaborative decisions with families This approach places
the responsibility for child safety with the community, family members, and
support systems It also creates a plan involving the community that has a
greater chance of success than one imposed by an outside protection worker
There is some evidence of change through processes such as family group
conferencing, where families and community members formulate their own plans
while understanding the agencies' concerns, and through the signs of safety
model (Turnell & Edwards, 1999) However, family group conferencing and
collective decision making is the exception rather than the norm Child welfare
needs to continue to promote collective decision making and provide the
resources necessary to increase the use of collaboration Until this shift occurs,
child welfare workers will continue to be under strain and feel responsible for
events and incidents that are often not within their control
Child welfare could benefit from an evaluation of the new worker training
model to assist workers in joining child welfare A focus on more collaborative
and cooperative decision making and an examination of the mandate of child
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welfare with a move to a more preventative and outcome-based model, may
benefit child welfare in Ontario The examination must utilize the expertise of
people who provide child protection services and people who receive the
services to be meaningful, These items would likely assist in reducing the stress
on all workers in child welfare, improve the initiation process for new workers in
the field, increase the communities' responsibility for child safety, and ultimately
improve safety for children in Ontario
Further Research Directions
More research is needed in the area of value and belief challenges for
new workers in child welfare Understanding the impact of value and belief
challenges on workers, both over the short and long term, is an important step to
more fully understanding the experiences of child protection workers It could
also assist child welfare organizations, training programs, and the province in
creating a more supportive and effective child welfare system Studying value
and belief challenges in different settings, including other social work areas, and
jurisdictions under different legislation, may also enhance our knowledge and
provide context in this area
Two potential new areas of inquiry which may assist in understanding the
impact of workers' value and belief changes are a longitudinal study of personal
relationships and an examination of the collegial bonding of new workers The
values and beliefs held by a new worker may be a common binding aspect of her
relationships with friends and family, which may lead to tension as she begins to
question those beliefs in her new workplace Interviewing family and friends as
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new workers start their jobs and comparing their answers with those given one
year later may assist'in understanding the impact of the value and belief
struggles on personal relationships
Similarly, new workers are sometimes not comfortable sharing their career
choice with others due to possible reactions and a desire to separate personal
and professional lives Workers are also bound by confidentiality rules and
cannot share details of their jobs with those outside the profession This secrecy,
combined with a possible lack of understanding from family and friends about
their career choice, creates a situation where there may be few people in whom
they can confide New workers spoke extensively about the importance of
colleagues in child welfare, partially because their colleagues could empathize
with their daily struggles The lack of personal support, along with the value and
belief changes, may create an environment that allows for a powerful bonding
expenence with other child welfare workers A study examining the relationships
and mutual support between colleagues in their first years may lead to insights
into the new worker experience
In this study, rewarding experiences also differed by job function Further
research may assist in understanding possible differences in rewarding
experiences based on job functions Overall, the new worker experience could
benefit from additional research to place this study in the larger context of child
welfare knowledge, as the topic has received little attention
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Personal Statement
I stated towards the beginning of this paper that it was my hope that the
new worker experience will receive more attention, will be more fully understood,
and that child welfare will continue to strive to better support new workers I
hope through this paper that you have thought about the experience of being a
new worker, possibly reflected on your own experience if you have worked in
child welfare, and have asked yourself some questions about the new worker
experience That is the start of further change for new workers
The paper has informed the discussion of new workers in child welfare,
but has also had a significant personal impact I have reflected and further
understood my own experience of being a new worker and the effect of that
experience on me today I more fully understand my own supervision style and
realize how I can not only provide better support to my new workers, but also
demonstrate appreciation and support to all workers It has also increased my
awareness of the systemic challenges faced in child welfare and the impact of
the current system on workers and families The process of research, analysis,
reflection, and writing this paper has changed how I practice social work in child
welfare and how I manage a team of protection workers It has also resulted in a
deeper appreciation of child welfare work
I will hopefully continue the conversation about new worker experiences
by sharing my research with the participating workers and agencies, and with the
larger academic community, so that the new worker phase can be recognized as
distinct and be more fully supported Thank you for joining me on this journey
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and I hope that the experience of these workers has influenced your own journey
in some way
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Appendix A

WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
INFORMATION LETTER FOR WORKERS
[date]
Interviewee
Address
Address
Postal Code

Dear Interviewee,

My name is Teena Shah and I am currently attending Wilfrid Launer University as
a Masters of Social Work candidate As part of my coursework, I intend to
complete a thesis about the experiences of workers new to child welfare
The study will consist of interviews with direct service workers who have 8 to16
months of experience in child welfare There will be 14-20 participants in total
from a number of Southern Ontario child welfare agencies The interviews will
take a maximum of 1 5 hours, following the attached guide I will be conducting
the interviews in a place of your choosing The questions are designed to allow
you to discuss your experience as a new worker Once all interviews are
completed, I will hold a focus group with interested parties to analyse the
information for themes and trends I hope that the interviews will be completed by
the end of September 2008 and the focus groups by January 2009 I anticipate
that the final completion date of the project will be Spring 2009
You are under no obligation to participate in the study Your choice to participate
and all information that you may provide will be kept confidential Please read the
attached Informed Consent Statement carefully
If you are interested in participating in the study, or if you have any questions
about the research project, its design or the consent forms, please contact me at
905-869-6830 or by email at shah5983(8)wlu ca Thank you for your time
Sincerely,
Teena Shah
M S W Student
Wilfrid Launer University
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Appendix B
WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT FOR WORKERS
The experiences of new workers joining the culture of child welfare
Principal Investigator Teena Shah, M S W Candidate, 905-869-6830,
shah5983@wlu ca
Thesis Advisor

Dr Gary Cameron, Professor and Lyle S Hallman Chair in
Child and Family Welfare (519) 884-0710 ext 5240,
gcameron(5)wlu ca

Thesis Committee Members
Dr Cheryl-Anne Cait, Associate Professor,
(519) 884-0710 ext 5224, ccait(5)wlu ca
Prof Nancy Freymond, Associate Professor,
(519) 884-0710 ext 5266, nfrevmond(8).wlu ca
You are invited to participate in a research study The purpose of this study is to
understand the experience of direct service workers joining child welfare The
researcher is a Masters of Social Work candidate at Wilfrid University Launer,
studying this topic for her thesis
INFORMATION
The information section provides an overview of the full research project, which is
divided into three sections This consent form pertains specifically to section 1
and 2
Section 1 Individual interviews
The research will be of a qualitative design, where participants will be asked
questions regarding their experiences in joining child welfare Participants have
been selected from a variety of Southern Ontario child welfare agencies, and will
have 8 to 16 months experience as a direct service worker This specific range
was chosen to allow workers to complete their new worker training and have
some time in the field yet to ensure that their experiences are fairly fresh
The study will be conducted from May to September 2008 Interviewees will be
asked to set aside 1 to 1 5 hours for a recorded interview in a place of their
choosing The interview guide will be given to the participant in advance The
total time commitment will be a maximum of 1 5 hours
Initials
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Section 2 New Worker focus group
There will be a focus group held with some participants after the initial interviews
are complete The purpose of the focus group is to ensure that the analysis
reflects the experiences of child protection workers and allow for a collective
understanding of the experiences to be developed The focus group will be
conducted in Fall/Winter 2008 If you agree to be contacted, you have the option
of electing not to participate The total time commitment will be a maximum of 3
hours if you take part in the interview and focus group
Confidentiality cannot be assured because all those present at the focus group
hear what everyone else says Before the group begins, ground rules will be
established and all participants will be asked to agree to keep the information
that is shared in the focus group confidential
Section 3 Supervisor Focus group
A supervisor focus group will be held to gather their thoughts, interpretation and
any recommendations resulting from the findings This process will assist in
developing solutions to concerns that may be raised and in reinforcing current
practices that are helpful I will attempt to recruit supervisors from an agency
from which new workers were not interviewed to protect the participants If that
is not possible, I will minimize any direct quotes from workers to protect
confidentiality
The interviews and focus groups will be audio recorded and transcribed to
ensure accuracy The original recordings will be kept in a secure location and the
transcription with identifying information will be kept in a password protected
computer file Transcription services may be purchased and the individual(s) will
be bound by a confidentiality agreement You are able to turn off the recording
device if you wish The recordings will be deleted two years after the completion
of the project
RISKS
There is a risk that the questions asked may bring up issues or topics that are
uncomfortable or that you do not wish to share
For individual interviews, you may revoke your consent and your data will be
removed from the study until end of the data collection, anticipated to be October
2008 Additionally, the interview itself can be stopped at any time
For focus groups, you may revoke your consent within a month of the focus
group and your data will be removed from the study You are able to leave the
focus group at any time
Initials
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BENEFITS
There is potential for participants to reflect on their experiences and gam a
greater understanding of their experience in joining a child welfare agency For
the child welfare community, there is potential benefit in increased understanding
of the experiences of those joining the field This may help to reinforce any
beneficial strategies and reduce any negative effects The study also has the
potential to contribute knowledge to the scientific community
There will be a minimum of 14 and a maximum of 20 participants for the
individual interviews and approximately 6 participants for each of the focus
groups The individual interviews will involve workers from at least three different
child welfare agencies. The participant list will be kept in a locked file on a home
computer - only the researcher will know the password Transcription will follow
the procedures outlined above The audio recordings will not be used for any
additional purposes without your additional permission All information that you
share will be kept confidential and will only be accessed by the interviewer,
transcribers who have signed a confidentiality agreement and the thesis
committee
In the thesis report, it is possible that individual statements may be inserted into
the text These quotes will not identify you, or allow you to be identified Any
third party information such as client information, co-workers or supervisors will
be removed from the transcripts Before using quotes, I will inform you of the
intention to quote you and the exact wording to be used, you will have an
opportunity to dis-allow the quote You can participate in the study without being
quoted
CONTACT
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures (or you
experience adverse effects as a result of participating in this study), you may
contact the researcher, Teena Shah, at shah5983@wlu ca This project has been
reviewed and approved by the University Research Ethics Board at Wilfrid
Launer University If you feel you have not been treated according to the
descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant in research have been
violated during the course of this project, you may contact Dr Bill Marr, Chair,
University Research Ethics Board, Wilfrid Launer University, (519) 884-0710,
extension 2468
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PARTICIPATION
Your participation in this study is voluntary, you may decline to participate without
penalty There will be no financial compensation for your participation other than
the potential to win one $100 gift certificate The winner will be notified after the
completion of all the interviews, approximately October 2008 The odds of
winning will depend on the number of people who initiate contact, and are
estimated to be are a maximum of 1 in 50 If you decide to participate, you may
withdraw from the study at any time without penalty and without loss of benefits
to which you are otherwise entitled If you withdraw from the study before data
collection is completed your data will be returned to you or destroyed You have
the right to omit any question(s)/procedure(s) you choose

FEEDBACK AND PUBLICATION
This study will be written and presented to Wilfrid Launer University as partial
completion of the Masters of Social Work project If accepted, a copy will be kept
in the university library, and an abstract will be made available to the publishers
of Dissertation Abstracts International In the future, it is possible that this study
may be published in various forms and presentations may occur about the study
A summary of the report will also be made available to any participating child
welfare agency, with a full report available upon request I hope that the report
will be available in the Spring 2009
CONSENT

I consent to take part in an interview

Yes

No

I consent to be audio taped

Yes

No

I consent to be quoted

Yes

No

I consent to be contacted for a focus group

Yes

No

I would like to receive a summary of the report

Yes

No

Please provide your contact information This information will be used to contact
you for quotes, participate in the focus group and/or receive a summary of the
report, if you have consented above
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Name
Address

Phone Number
Email

I have read and understand the above information I have received a copy of this
form I agree to participate in this study
Participant's signature

Date

Researcher's signature

Date
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Appendix C
Interview Guide for Individual Interviews
Demographics
Name
Agency
Role
How long in cw
Age
Degree

1 What initially attracted you to working in child welfare'?

2 What was it like to be a newcomer to child welfare?

3 What have been some of the most rewarding things in your job so far?

4 What have been some of the most difficult things in your job so far?

5 What types of things have you found to be most supportive to doing your
child welfare job?
6 What types of things have you found to be least supportive to doing your
child welfare job?
7

Do you see yourself having a long term career in child welfare? Why or
why not?

Appendix D

WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
INFORMATION LETTER FOR SUPERVISORS
[date]
Supervisor
Address
Address
Dear Supervisor,
My name is Teena Shah and I am currently attending Wilfrid Launer University as
a Masters of Social Work candidate As part of my coursework, I intend to
complete a thesis about the experiences of workers new to child welfare
The study has consists of three separate parts, two of which have been
completed The first part involved interviews with direct service workers who had
8 to16 months of experience in child welfare There were 14-20 participants in
total from a number of Southern Ontario child welfare agencies The second part
involved a focus group with workers to confirm patterns and allow interview
participants to expand on themes and develop a collective understanding of their
experience as new workers
The third and last stage of the research has yet to be completed and involves
holding a focus group with supervisors in child welfare to review the patterns and
gather thoughts, interpretations and possible recommendations This process will
assist in developing solutions to concerns the workers may have raised and in
reinforcing current practices that are helpful to them It will also help to express
the voice of new workers to those who have the potential to change agency
practices I anticipate that the final completion date of the project will be Spring
2009
You are under no obligation to participate in the study Your choice to participate
and all information that you may provide will be kept confidential by myself
Please read the attached Informed Consent Statement carefully
If you are interested in participating in the study, or if you have any questions
about the research project, its design or the consent forms, please contact me at
905-905-869-6830 or by email at shah5983@.wlu ca Thank you for your time
Sincerely,
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Teena Shah
M S W Student
Wilfrid Laurier University
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Appendix E
WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT - SUPERVISORS
The experiences of new workers joining the culture of child welfare
Principal Investigator Teena Shah, M S W Candidate, 905-869-6830,
shah5983@wlu ca
Thesis Advisor

Dr Gary Cameron, Professor and Lyle S Hallman Chair in
Child and Family Welfare (519) 884-0710 ext 5240,
qcameron@wlu ca

Thesis Committee Members
Dr Cheryl-Anne Cait, Associate Professor,
(519) 884-0710 ext 5224, ccait@.wlu ca
Prof Nancy Freymond, Associate Professor,
(519) 884-0710 ext 5266, nfrevmond@wlu ca
You are invited to participate in a research study The purpose of this study is to
understand the experience of direct service workers joining child welfare The
researcher is a Masters of Social Work candidate at Wilfrid University Launer,
studying this topic for her thesis
INFORMATION
The information section provides an overview of the full research project, which is
divided into three sections This consent form pertains specifically to section 3
Section 1 Individual interviews
The research will be of a qualitative design, where participants will be asked
questions regarding their experiences in joining child welfare Participants have
been selected from a variety of Southern Ontario child welfare agencies, and will
have 8 to 16 months experience as a direct service worker This specific range
was chosen to allow workers to complete their new worker training and have
some time in the field yet to ensure that their experiences are fairly fresh
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Section 2 New worker focus group
There will be a focus group held with some participants after the initial interviews
are complete The purpose of the focus group is to ensure that the analysis
reflects the experiences of child protection workers and allow for a collective
understanding of the experiences to be developed
Section 3 Supervisor focus group
There will be a focus group held involving supervisors to gather thoughts,
interpretations and any recommendations resulting from the findings This
process will assist in developing solutions to concerns that may be raised and in
reinforcing current practices that are helpful
The focus group will be conducted in Winter 2008/2009 Participants will be
asked to set aside 1 to 1 5 hours for a recorded group session The total time
commitment will be a maximum of 1 5 hours
The focus group will be audio recorded and transcribed to ensure accuracy The
original recordings will be kept in a secure location and the transcription with
identifying information will be kept in a password protected computer file
Transcription services may be purchased and the mdividual(s) will be bound by a
confidentiality agreement You are able to turn off the recording device if you
wish The recordings will be deleted two years after the completion of the project
RISKS
There is a risk that your responses to the focus group questions will be shared
with other participants Confidentiality cannot be assured because all those
present at the focus group hear what everyone else says Before the group
begins, ground rules will be established and all participants will be asked to
agree to keep the information that is shared in the focus group confidential
Within a month of the focus group, you may revoke your consent and your data
will be removed from the study Additionally, you can elect to leave the focus
group at any time
BENEFITS
There is potential for supervisors to gam a greater understanding of the
experiences of new workers in child welfare This may help to reinforce any
beneficial strategies and reduce any negative effects The study also has the
potential to contribute knowledge to the scientific community
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CONFIDENTIALITY
There will be approximately 6 participants for each of the focus groups I will
attempt to recruit supervisors from an agency from which new workers were not
interviewed to protect the participants If that is not possible, I will minimize any
direct quotes from workers to protect confidentiality
The participant list will be kept in a locked file on a home computer - only the
researcher will know the password Transcription will follow the procedures
outlined above The audio recordings will not be used for any additional purposes
without your additional permission All information that you share will be kept
confidential and will only be accessed by the interviewer, transcribers who have
signed a confidentiality agreement and the thesis committee
In the thesis report, it is possible that individual statements may be inserted into
the text These quotes will not identify you, or allow you to be identified Any
third party information such as client information, co-workers or worker
information will be removed from the transcripts Before using quotes, I will
inform you of the intention to quote you and the exact wording to be used, you
will have an opportunity to dis-allow the quote You can participate in the study
without being quoted
CONTACT
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures (or you
experience adverse effects as a result of participating in this study), you may
contact the researcher, Teena Shah, at shah5983@wlu ca This project has been
reviewed and approved by the University Research Ethics Board at Wilfrid
Launer University If you feel you have not been treated according to the
descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant in research have been
violated during the course of this project, you may contact Dr Bill Marr, Chair,
University Research Ethics Board, Wilfrid Launer University, (519) 884-0710,
extension 2468
PARTICIPATION
Your participation in this study is voluntary, you may decline to participate without
penalty There will be no financial compensation for your participation other than
the potential to win one $100 gift certificate The winner will be notified after the
completion of all the interviews, approximately October 2008 The odds of
winning will depend on the number of people who initiate contact, and are
estimated to be are a maximum of 1 in 50. If you decide to participate, you may
withdraw from the study at any time without penalty and without loss of benefits
to which you are otherwise entitled If you withdraw from the study before data
collection is completed your data will be returned to you or destroyed You have
the right to omit any question(s)/procedure(s) you choose
Initials
207

FEEDBACK AND PUBLICATION
This study will be written and presented to Wilfrid Launer University as partial
completion of the Masters of Social Work project If accepted, a copy will be kept
in the university library, and an abstract will be made available to the publishers
of Dissertation Abstracts International In the future, it is possible that this study
may be published in various forms and presentations may occur about the study
A summary of the report will also be made available to any participating child
welfare agency, with a full report available upon request I hope that the report
will be available in the Spring 2009

CONSENT
I consent to take part in the focus group

Yes

No

I consent to be audio taped

Yes

No

I consent to be quoted

Yes

No

I would like to receive a summary of the report

Yes

No

Please provide your contact information This information will be used to contact
you for quotes and/or receive a summary of the report, if you have consented
above
Name
Address

Phone Number
Email
I have read and understand the above information I have received a copy of this
form I agree to participate in this study

Participant's signature

Date

Researcher's signature

Date
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Appendix F
Focus Group Guide - Supervisors
Confidentiality discussion
1 In the new worker interviews, the theme of uncertainty arose Workers
expressed the desire to do a good job and learn the "right" answer in a
situation
a What are your initial thoughts about uncertainty in child welfare'?
b How do you think the uncertainty affects workers'?
c What have you found beneficial in assisting workers with
uncertainty?
2 The most common word used to describe child welfare by the new
workers was "overwhelming" This was related to both the internal learning
and learning the job
a How well do you think supervisors help workers to learn the job?
b What has or has not been effective in assisting workers?
3 New workers spoke about the internal learning that occurred for them
through the job Some of the internal work was about re-examining
values This worker stated
[I] spent a lot of my years growing up thinking that if
something happened or didn't happen in your life, it was just
purely about how hard you worked for it and how hard you
tried for it and if you didn't then you needed to figure out how
to, how to fix it and how to work harder and, and it's not
always as easy as that It's certainly easier to have that
approach when you have all these other things lined up and,
and your life is just filled with support and, and things sort of
seem to have a way of falling into place because you have
so much to draw upon, you know, but that's not the case with
a lot of our families
b Does the child welfare system support the internal
learning? If so, how can the support be improved?
4 New workers stated that their teams and colleagues were most supportive
in doing the job How can we encourage positive peer relationships?
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Appendix G
Specific Codes
About Workers
2 a Demographics
- age, education, gender, role in agency, how long a child protection worker,
- placement expenence
2 b Why workers are attracted to job
- Statements about circumstances before joining field
- Reason why joined
- any feelings about joining
- calling/convenience
2 c Qualities of workers
- Stories or comments that demonstrate emotion
- aspects of workers
About Job
3 a Nature of job
-Comments around the work that workers state as fact
- descriptions of the work
3 b Enjoyment of job
- Statements around enjoyment, displeasure of job
Introduction to Job
4 a Placement/summer job
- Placement - # of people, same agency?, role, when
- Thoughts, feelings, emotions re experience of being a student
- How expenences related to employment
4 b Horror stories
- perception of child welfare before they were employed
4 c Orientation to agency
- comments re first days, shadowing
-community resources, details of job
4 d New Worker training
-formal worker training, manageability, impact, effectiveness
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4 3 Learning Curve
- Incompetence, not knowing, expected to know
- feelings, displays, impact
New Worker Experience/Learning and Change/Internal Struggles
5 a Value conflicts
- personal views that are different than those held by child welfare
- Statements of personal views that are challenged by child welfare work/clients
5 b Uniqueness of Families
- solutions not being prescribed
- difficulty applying solutions
- statements containing words different/ unique when speaking of clients/families
5 c Responsibility of job/Make mistakes'?
- statements around responsibility for change/safety
- statements around mistakes, fear
5 d Personal Skills
- statement around incompetency, growth, personal, skill development
5 e Apprehension (second guessing/self doubt)
-doubting self, assessment, around anxiety, around negative impact
- on children/families (including dreaming about clients)
- fear, being cynical, burnout
What is a struggle (job factors)
6 a Do ability of job
- workload, competing demands
6 b Confines of work
- ineffectiveness
- standards
- Struggle to do clinical work (extra, clinical, social work and clients)
6 c Unpredictability/Flexibility
- job function difficulties, around the set up/arrangements of employment
- benefits
6 d Restructuring/Reorganization
-organizational change
- effects
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What is rewarding
7 a Appreciation
- "thanks" - appreciation from clients, agency, managers
- lack of appreciation
7 b Relationship with Clients
- value and impact of client relationships on workers
- positive/negative
7 e Changes In families
- Positive change in family
7 f Self Confidence/ Self Growth
- Comments around personal changes, strengths
How do workers manage
8 a Co workers
- Expenenced workers
-experienced workers and their influence/impact on new workers
- New Workers
- influence/impact of new workers on individuals
8 b Supervisor
- influence/impact of supervisor on new workers
- worker's sense/feelings of supervisor
-disagreements
8 c Larger Agency
- impact/influence of larger agency
8 c Self care-boundaries
- Taking work home - emotions
- Activities outside of work, self care
Do workers intend on staying
9 a Intention to stay
- do workers intend on staying
9 b Work/Life balance
- work life balance
- having a family with job
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9 c Enjoyment of job
- employment or difficulty of job
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